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ARDATH 

Part  1 1. 
IN  AL-KYRIS. 

CHAPTER  VII. 


A     VIRGIN     UNSHRINED. 

Under  the  cloudless  star-patterned  sky,  ifl 
the  soft  warm  air  that  brimmed  with  the  fra- 
grance of  roses,  they  drove  once  more  together 
through  the  spacious  streets  of  Al-Kyris — 
streets  that  were  now  nearly  deserted  save  for 
a  few  late  passers-by  whose  figures  were  almost 
as  indistinct  and  rapid  in  motion  as  pale  flitting 
shadows.  There  was  not  a  sign  of  storm  in 
the  lovely  heavens,  though  now  and  again  a 
sullen  roll  as  of  a  distant  cannonade  hinted  of 
pent-up  anger  lurking  somewhere  behind  that 
clear  and  exquisitely  dark-blue  ether,  in  which 
a  million   worlds  blazed    luminously   like  pen- 
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dulous  drops  of  white  fire.  Sah-luma's  chariot 
whirled  along  with  incredible  swiftness,  the 
hoofs  of  the  galloping  horses  occasionally  strik- 
ing sparks  of  flame  from  the  smooth  mosaic- 
pictured  pavement  ;  but  Theos  now  began  to 
notice  that  there  was  a  strange  noiselessness 
in  their  movements — that  the  whole  cortege 
appeared  to  be  environed  by  a  magic  circle  of 
silence — and  that  the  very  night  itself  seemed 
breathlessly  listening  in  entranced  awe  to  some 
unlanguaged  warning  from  the  gods  invisible. 
Compared  with  the  turbulence  and  terror  just 
left  behind  at  the  King's  palace,  this  weird  hush 
was  uncomifortably  impressive,  and  gave  a  sense 
of  fantastic  unreality  to  the  scene.  The  sleepy 
m.esmeric  radiance  of  the  full  moon,  shining  on 
the  delicate  traceries  of  the  quaintly-sculptured 
houses  on  either  hand  made  them  look  brittle 
and  evanescent ;  the  great  heavy  hanging 
orange-boughs,  and  the  feathery  frondage  of  the 
tall  palms  seemed  outlined  in  mere  mist  against 
the  sky  ;  and  the  glimpses  caught  from  time  to 
time  of  the  broad  and  quietly-flowing  river  were 
like  so  many  flashes  of  light  seen  through  a  veil 
of  cloud.  Theos,  standing  beside  his  friend  with 
one  hand  resting  familiarly  on  his  shoulder, 
dreamily  admired  the  phantom-like  beauty  of 
the    city  thus  transfigured  In  the  moonbeams, 
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and  though  he  vaguely  wondered  a  Httle  at  the 
deep  mysterious  stillness  that  everywhere  pre- 
vailed, he  scarcely  admitted  to  himself  that 
there  was,  or  could  be,  anything  unusual  in  it. 
He  took  his  position  as  he  found  it — indeed  he 
could  not  well  do  otherwise,  since  he  felt  that 
his  fate  was  ruled  by  some  resolute  unseen 
force,  against  which  all  resistance  would  be 
unavailing.  Moreover,  his  mind  was  now  en- 
tirely possessed  by  the  haunting  vision  of  Lysia 
— a  vision  half-human,  half-divine — a  beautiful, 
mao^ical,  irresistible  Sweetness  that  allured  his 
soul,  and  roused  within  him  a  wordless  passion 
of  Infinite  desire. 

He  exchanged  not  a  syllable  with  Sah-luma 
— an  indefinable  yet  tacit  understanding  existed 
between  them,  —  an  Intuitive  foreknowledge 
and  subtle  perception  of  each  other's  character, 
intentions,  and  aims,  that  for  the  moment  ren- 
dered speech  unnecessary.  And  there  was 
something  after  all  In  the  profound  silence  of 
the  night  that  while  strange,  was  also  eloquent 
— eloquent  of  meanings  unutterable,  such  as 
lie  hidden  in  the  scented  cups  of  fiowers  when 
lovers  o^ather  them  on  idle  summer  afternoons 
and  weave  them  into  posies  for  one  another's 
wearing.  How  fleetly  the  gilded  shell-shaped 
car  sped   on   Its  way  ! — trees,   houses,    bridges, 
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domes,  and  cupolas,  seemed  to  fly  past  in  a  varied 
whirl  of  glistening  colour!  Now  and  again  a 
cluster  of  fire-flies  broke  from  some  thicket  of 
shade  and  danced  drowsily  by  in  sparkling 
tangles  of  gold  and  green  ;  here  and  there  from 
great  open  squares  and  branch-shadowed  gardens . 
gleamed  the  stone  face  of  an  obelisk,  or  the  white 
column  of  a  fountain  ;  while  over  all  things 
streamed  the  long  prismatic  rays  flung  forth 
from  the  revolving  lights  in  the  Twelve  Towers 
of  the  Sacred  Temple,  like  flaming  spears 
ranged  lengthwise  against  the  limitless  depth  of 
the  midnight  horizon.  With  straining  necks, 
tossed  manes,  and  foam  flying  from  their 
nostrils,  Sah-luma's  fiery  coursers  dashed  onward 
at  almost  lightning  speed,  and  the  journey 
became  a  w^ild,  head  strong  rush  through  the 
dividing  air — a  rush  towards  some  voluptuous 
end,  dimly  discerned,  yet  indefinite! 

At  last  they  stopped.  Before  them  rose  a 
lofty  building,  crested  with  fantastic  pinnacles 
such  as  are  formed  by  ice  on  the  roof  in  times 
of  intense  cold  ;  a  great  gate  stood  open,  and 
pacing  slowly  up  and  down  in  front  of  it  w^as  a 
tall  slave  in  white  tunic  and  turban,  who,  turn- 
ing his  gleaming  eyeballs  on  Sah-luma,  nodded 
by  way  of  salutation,  and  then  uttered  a  sharp, 
peculiar  whistle.     This   summons   brought  out 
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two  curious  dwarfish  figures  of  men,  whose 
awkward  misshapen  Hmbs  resembled  the  con- 
torted branches  of  wind-blown  trees,  and  whose 
coarse  and  repulsive  countenances  betokened 
that  malignant  delight  in  evil-doing  which  only 
demons  are  supposed  to  know.  These  ungainly 
servitors  possessed  themselves  of  the  Laureate's 
chafing  steeds,  and  led  them  and  the  chariot 
away  into  some  unseen  courtyard  ;  while  the 
Laureate  himself,  still  saying  no  word,  kept  fast 
hold  of  his  companion's  arm,  and  hurried  him 
along  a  dark  avenue  overshadowed  with  thick 
boughs  that  drooped  heavily  downward  to  the 
ground — a  solitary  place  where  the  intense  quiet 
was  disturbed  only  by  the  occasional  drip,  drip 
of  dewy  moisture  trickling  tearfully  from  the 
leaves,  or  the  sweet,  faint,  gurgling  sound  of 
fountains  playing  somewhere  in  the  distance. 
On  they  went  for  several  paces,  till  at  a  sharp 
bend  in  the  moss-grown  path,  an  amethystine 
light  brok^  full  between  the  arched  green 
branches  ;  directly  in  front  of  them  glimmered 
a  broad  piece  of  water,  and  out  of  the  purple- 
tinted  depths  rose  the  white,  nude,  lovely  form 
of  a  woman,  whose  rounded  outstretched 
arms  appeared  to  beckon  them, .  .  .  whose  mouth 
smiled  in  mingled  malice  and  sweetness,  .... 
and  round  whose  looped-up  tresses  sparkled  a 
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diadem  of  sapphire  flame.  With  a  cry  of 
astonishment  and  ecstasy  Theos  sprang  for- 
ward :  Sah-liima  held  him.  back  in  laughing- 
remonstrance. 

"Wilt  drown  for  a  statue's  sake?"  he 
inquired  mirthfully.  "  By  my  soul,  good  Theos, 
if  thy  wits  thus  wander  at  sight  of  a  witching 
marble  nymph  illumed  by  electric  glamours, 
what  will  become  of  thee  when  thou  art  face  to 
face  with  living,  breathing  loveliness  !  Come, 
thou  hot-headed  neophyte  !  thou  shalt  not 
waste  thy  passion  on  images  of  stone,  I  warrant 
thee  !     Come  !  " 

But  Theos  stood  still  His  eyes  roved  from 
Sah-lilma  to  the  glittering  statue  and  from  the 
statue  back  again  to  Sah-luma  in  mingled  doubt 
and  dread.  A  vao^ueforebodinor  filled  his  mind, 
he  fancied  that  a  bevy  of  mocking  devils  peered 
at  him  from  out  the  wooded  labyrinth,. . .  and  that 
Sin  was  the  name  of  the  white  siren  yonder, 
whose  delicate  body  seemed  to  palpitate  with 
every  slow  ripple  of  the  surrounding  waters. 
He  hesitated, — with  that  often  saving  hesitation 
a  noble  spirit  may  feel  ere  wilfully  yielding  to 
what  It  Instinctively  knows  to  be  wrong,— and  for 
the  briefest  possible  space  an  Imperceptible  line 
was  drawn  between  his  own  self-consciousness 
and  the    fascinating    personality    of   his   lately- 
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found  friend — a  line  that  parted  them  asunder  as 
though  by  a  gulf  of  centuries ! 

*'  Sah-luma,"  he  said,  in  a  tremulous,  low  tone, 
"  tell  me  truly, — is  it  good  for  us  to  be  here  ? " 

Sah-luma  regarded  him  in  wide-eyed 
amazement. 

"  Good  ?  good  ?  "  he  repeated  with  a  sort  of 
impatient  disdain.  "  What  dost  thou  mean  by 
'  good  '  ?  What  is  good  ?  What  Is  evil  ? 
Canst  thou  tell  ?  If  so,  thou  art  wiser  than  I  ! 
Good  to  be  here  ?  If  it  Is  good  to  drown 
remembrance  of  the  world  In  draughts  of  plea- 
sure ;  if  it  is  good  to  love  and  be  beloved  ;  If  It 
is  good  to  enjoy,  aye  !  enjoy  with  burning  zest 
every  pulsation  of  the  blood  and  every  beat  of 
the  heart,  and  to  feel  that  life  is  a  fiery  delight, 
an  exquisite  dream  of  dralned-off  rapture,  then 
it  Is  good  to  be  here  !  If,"  and  he  caught 
Theos's  hand  in  his  own  warm  palm  and  pressed 
it,  while  his  voice  sank  to  a  soft  and  infinitely 
caressing  sweetness,  ''  if  It  is  eood  to  climb  the 
dizzy  heights  of  joy  and  drowse  In  the  deep 
sunshine  of  amorous  eyes, ...  to  slip  away  on  elfin 
wings  Into  the  limitless  freedom  of  Love's 
summer-land, ...  to  rifie  rich  kisses  from  warm 
lips  even  as  rosebuds  are  rifled  from  the  parent 
rose,  and  to  forget ! .  .  . . — to  forget  all  bitter 
things  that  are  best  forgotten " 
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"  Enough,  enough  ! "  cried  Theos,  fired  with 
a  reckless  impulse  of  passionate  ardour.  "  On, 
on,  Sah-luma!  1  follow  thee!  On!  let  us  delay 
no  more ! " 

At  that  moment  a  far-off  strain  of  music 
saluted  his  ears — music  evidently  played  on 
stringed  instruments.  It  was  accompanied  by 
a  ringing  clash  of  cymbals;  he  listened,  and 
listening,  saw  a  smile  lighten  Sah-luma's 
features — a  smile  sweet,  yet  full  of  delicate 
mockery.  Their  eyes  met  ;  a  wanton  im- 
petuosity flashed  like  reflected  flame  from  one 
face  to  the  other,  and  then,  without  another 
instant's  pause,  they  hurried  on. 

Across  a  broad  rose-marble  terrace  garlanded 
with  a  golden  wealth  of  orange  trees  and 
odorous  oleanders....,  under  a  trellis-work 
covered  with  magnolias  whose  half-shut  ivory- 
tinted    buds    glistened   in    the    moonlight   like 

large    suspended    pearls, then  through  a 

low-roofed  stone  corridor,  close  and  dim,  lit  only 
by  a  few  flickering  oil-lamps  placed  at  far  inter- 
vals, ....  still  on  they  went,  till  at  last,  ascending 
three  red  granite  steps  on  which  were  carved 
some  curious  hieroglyphs,  they  plunged  into 
what  seemed  to  be  a  vast  jungle  enclosed  in 
some  dense  tropical  forest.  What  a  strange 
unsightly    thicket    of   rank    verdure   was    here, 
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thought  Theos  ! .  .  .  it  was  as  though  Nature, 
grown  tired  of  floral  beauty,  had,  in  a  sudden 
malevolent  mood,  purposely  torn  and  blurred 
the  fair  green  frondage  and  twisted  every  bud 
awry  !  Great  jagged  leaves  covered  with  prickles 
and  stained  all  over  with  blotches  as  of  spilt 
poison, ....  thick  brown  stems  glistening  with 
slimy  moisture  and  coiled  up  like  the  sleeping 
bodies  of  snakes,  ....  masses  of  purple  and  blue 
fungi, .  .  and  blossoms,  seemingly  of  the  orchid- 
species,  some  like  fleshy  tongues,  others  like  the 
waxen  yellow  fingers  of  a  dead  hand,  protruded 
spectrally  through  the  matted  foliage, — while 
all  manner  of  strange  overpowering  odours 
increased  the  swooning  oppressiveness  of  the 
sultry  languorous  air. 

This  uncouth  botanical  garden  was  apparently 
roofed  in  by  a  lofty  glass  dome,  decorated  with 
hangings  of  watery-green  silk,  but  the  grotesque 
trees  and  plants  grew  to  so  enormous  a  height 
that  it  was  impossible  to  tell  which  were  the 
falling  draperies  and  which  the  straggling  leaves. 
Curious  birds  flew  hither  and  thither,  voiceless 
creatures,  scarlet  and  amber  winged ;  a  huge 
o^ilded  brazier  stood  in  one  corner  from  whence 
ascended  the  constant  smoke  of  burning  incense, 
and  there  were  rose-shaded  lamps  all  about,  that 
shed  a  subdued  mysterious  lustre  on  the  scene, 
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and  bestowed  a  pale  glitter  on  a  few  fantastic 
clumps  of  arums  and  nodding  lotus-flowers  that 
lazily  lifted  themselves  out  of  a  greenish  pool  of 
stagnant  water  sunk  deeply  In  on  one  side  of 
the  marble  flooring.  Theos,  holding  Sah-luma's 
arm,  stepped  eagerly  across  the  threshold  ;  he 
was  brimful  of  expectation :. .  and  what  mattered  It 
to  him  whether  the  weed-like  things  that  grew 
In  this  strange  pavilion  were  pure  or  poisonous, 
provided  he  might  look  once  more  upon  the 
witching  face  that  long  ago  had  so  sweetly  enticed 
him  to  his  ruin  ! Stay  !  what  was  he  think- 
ing of  ?  Long  ago?  Nay,  that  was  Impossible, — 
since  he  had  only  seen  the  Priestess  Lysia  for 
the  first  time  that  very  morning  !  How  piteously 
perplexing  It  was  to  be  thus  tormented  with 
these  Indistinct  ideas! — these  half-formed  notions 
of  previous  Intimate  acquaintance  w^ith  persons 
and  places  he  never  could  have  known  before ! 

All  at  once  he  drew  back  with  a  startled 
exclamation  ;  an  enormous  tigress,  sleek  and 
jewel-eyed,  bounded  up  from  beneath  a  tangled 
mass  of  red  and  yellow  creepers  and  advanced 
towards  him  with  a  low  savage  snarl. 

''Peace,  Alzlf,  peace!"  said  Sah-luma, 
carelessly  patting  the  animal's  head.  "  Thou  art 
wont  to  be  wiser  In  distinguishing  'tvvixt  thy 
friends  and  foes."     Then  turnlne  to  Theos  he 
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added — "  She  is  harmless  as  a  kitten,  this  poor 
Alzif !  Call  her,  good  Theos,  she  will  come  to 
thy  hand — see  !  "  and  he  smiled,  as  Theos,  not 
to  be  outdone  by  his  companion  In  physical 
courage,  bent  forward  and  stroked  the  cruel- 
looking  beast,  who,  while  submitting  to  his  caress, 
never  for  a  moment  ceased  her  smothered 
snarling.  Presently  however  she  was  seized 
with  a  sudden  fit  of  savage  playfulness, — and 
throwing  herself  on  the  orround  before  him,  she 
rolled  her  Hthe  body  to  and  fro  with  brief  thirsty 

roars  of  satisfaction, roars  that  echoed  through 

the  whole  pavilion  with  terrific  resonance: — then 
rising,  she  shook  herself  vigorously,  and  com- 
menced a  stealthy  velvet-footed  pacing  up  and 
down,  lashing  her  tail  from  side  to  side,  and 
keeping  those  sly  emerald-like  eyes  of  hers 
watchfully  fixed  on  Sah-luma,  who  merely 
laughed  at  her  fierce  antics.  Leaning  against 
one  of  the  dark  gnarled  trees,  he  tapped  his 
sandalled  foot  with  some  impatience  on  the 
marble  pavement,  while  Theos,  standing  close 
beside  him,  wondered  whether  the  mysterious 
Lysia  knew  of  their  arrival. 

Sah-luma  appeared  to  guess  his  thoughts,  for 
he  answered  them  as  though  they  had  been 
spoken  aloud. 

"  Yes,"  he  said,  ''  she  knows  we  are  here — • 
1 1 
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she    knew  the  instant   we    entered    her    gates. 
Nothing  is   or  can  be    hidden  from  her!    He 
who   would   have    secrets   must    depart   out   of 
Al-Kyris  and  find  some  other  city  to  dwell  in,., 
for  here  he  shall   be   unable  to  keep   even   his 
own  counsel.      To  Lysia  all    things    are  made 
manifest ;  she  reads  human  nature  as  one  reads 
an   open  scroll,  and  with  merciless  analysis  she 
judges  men  as  being  very  poor  creatures,  limited 
in  their  capabilities,  disappointing  and  monoton- 
ous   in    their    passions,    unproductive   and    cir- 
cumscribed in  their  destinies.      To  her  ironical 
humour  and  icy  wit  the  wisest  sages  seem  fools  ; 
she  probes  them  to  the  core,  and  discovers  all 
their  weaknesses  ;..  she  has  no  trust  in  virtue,  no 
belief  in  honesty.     And  she  is  right !    Who  but  a 
madman    would    be    honest    in    these    days    of 
competition  and  greed  of   gain  ?     And  as    for 
virtue,  'tis  a  pretty  icicle  that  melts  at  the  first 
touch  of  a  hot  temptation  !     Aye  !    the  Virgin 

Priestess  of  Nagaya  hath  a  most  profound 
comprehension  of  mankind's  immeasurable  brute 
stupidity  ;  and,  strong  in  this  knowledge,  she 
governs  the  multitude  with  iron  will,  intellectual 

force   and  dictative  firmr^ess  :  .   when  she  dies   I 

know  not  what  will  happen." 

Here   he    interrupted    himself,     and    a  dark 

shadow  crossed  his  brows.      ''  By  my  soul  !  "  he 
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muttered,  "  how  this  thought  of  death  haunts 
me  like  the  unburied  corpse  of  a  slain  foe  !  I 
would  there  were  no  such  thing  as  Death  ;  'tis 
a  cruel  and  wanton  sport  of  the  gods  to  give 
us  life  at  all  if  life  must  end  so  utterly  and  so 
soon  !  " 

He  sighed  deeply.  Theos  echoed  the  sigh, 
but  answered  nothing.  At  that  moment  the 
restless  Aizif  gave  another  appalling  roar,  and 
pounced  swiftly  towards  the  eastern  side  of  the 
pavilion,  where  a  large  painted  panel  could  be 
dimly  discerned,  the  subject  of  the  painting 
being  a  hideous  idol,  whose  long,  half-shut 
inscrutable  eyes  leered  through  the  surrounding 
foliage  with  an  expression  of  hateful  cunning  and 
malevolence.  In  front  of  this  panel  the  tigress 
lay  down,  licking  the  pavement  thirstily  from 
time  to  time  and  giving  vent  to  short  purring 
sounds  of  impatience:.,  then  all  suddenly  she  rose 
with  ears  pricked,  in  an  attitude  of  attention.  The 
panel  slowlymoved,itglidedback, — and  the  great 
brute  leapt  forward,  flinging  her  two  soft  paws 
on  the  shoulders  of  the  figure  that  appeared — the 
figure  of  a  woman,  who,  clad  in  glistening  gold 
from  head  to  foot,  shone  in  the  dark  aperture 
like  a  gilded  image  in  a  shrine  of  ebony.  Theos 
beheld  the  brilliant  apparition  in  some  doubt 
and  wonder.  Was  this  Lysia  ?   He  could  not  see 
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her  face,  as  she  wore  a  thick  white  veil  through 
which  only  the  faintest  sparkle  of  dark  eyes 
glimmered  like  flickering  sunbeams  ;  nor  was  he 
able  to  discern  the  actual  outline  of  her  form,  as 
[t  was  completely  enveloped  and  lost  in  the 
wide  shapeless  folds  of  her  stiff  golden  gown. 
Yet  every  nerve  in  his  body  thrilled  at  her 
presence  ! . . .  every  drop  of  blood  seemed  to  rush 
from  his  heart  to  his  brain  in  a  swift  scorching 
torrent  that  for  a  second  blinded  his  eyes  with  a 
red  glare  and  made  him  faint  and  giddy. 

Woman  and  tigress  !  They  looked  strangely 
alike,  he  thought,  as  they  stood  mutually  caress- 
ing each  other  under  the  great  drooping  masses 
of  fantastic  leaves.  Yet  where  was  the  resem- 
blance ?  What  possible  similarity  could  there  be 
between  a  tawny  treacherous  brute  of  the  forests, 
full  of  sly  malice  and  voracious  cruelty,  and  that 
dazzling  gold-garmented  creature,  whose  small 
white  hand,  flashing  with,  jewels,  now  tenderly 
smoothed  the  black  silken  stripes  on  the  sleek 
coat  of  her  savage    favourite  ? 

"  Down,  sweet  Aizif,  down  !  "  she  said,  in  a 
grave  dulcet  voice  as  softly  languorous  as  the 
last  note  of  a  love  song.  "  Down,  my  gentle 
one !  thou  art  too  fond,  down  !  so  !  "  this  as  the 
tigress  instantly  removed  its  embracing  paws 
from  her  neck,  and,    trembling    in  every  limb, 
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crouched  on  the  ground  in  abjectly  sub- 
missive obedience.  Another  moment,  and 
she  advanced  leisurely  into  the  pavilion,  Aizif 
slinking  stealthily  along  beside  her  and  seeming 
to  imitate  her  graceful  gliding  movements,  till 
she  stood  within  a  few  paces  of  Theos  and  Sah- 
luma,  just  near  the  spot  where  the  lotus-flowers 
swayed  over  the  grass-green  stagnant  pool. 
There  she  paused,  and  apparently  scrutinized  her 
visitors  intently  through  the  folds  of  her  snowy 
veil.  Sah-luma  bent  his  head  before  her  in  a 
half  haughty,  half  humble  salutation. 

"  The  tardy  Sah-luma  !  "  she  said,  with  an 
undercurrent  of  laughter  in  her  musical  tones, 
"  the  poet  who  loves  the  flattery  of  a  foolish 
king  and  the  applause  of  a  still  more  foolish 
court !  And  so  Khosrul  disturbed  the  flood  of 
thine  inspiration  to-night,  good  minstrel  ?  Nay, 
for  that  he  should  die,  if  for  no  other  crime  ! 
And  this,"  here  she  turned  her  veiled  features 
towards  Theos,  whose  heart  beat  furiously  as  he 
caught  a  luminous  flash  from  those  half  hidden 
brilliant  eyes,  "  this  is  ^the  unwitting  stranger 
who  honoured  me  by  so  daring  a  scrutiny  this 
morning  !  Verily  thou  hast  a  singularly  venture- 
some spirit  of  thine  own,  fair  sir  !  Still,  we  must 
honour  courage,  even  though  it  border  on 
rashness,  and  I  rejoice  to  see  that  the   wrathful 
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mob  of  Al-Kyrls  hath  yet  left  thee  man  enough 
to  deserve  my  welcome!  Nevertheless  thou 
wert  guilty  of  most  heinous  presumption !"  Here 
she  extended  her  jewelled  hand.  "  Art  thou 
repentant  ?  and  wilt  thou  sue  for  pardon  ? " 

Scarcely  conscious  of  what  he  did,  Theos 
approached  her,  and  kneeling  on  one  knee  took 
that  fair  soft  hand  in  his  own  and  kissed  it  with 
passionate  fervour. 

"  Criminal  as  I  am,"  he  murmured  trem- 
ulously, "  I  glory  in  my  crime,  nor  will  I  seek 
forgiveness  !  Nay,  rather  will  I  plead  with  thee 
that  I  may  sin  so  sweet  a  sin  again,  and  blind 
myself  with  beauty  unreproved  !  " 

Slowly  she  withdrev/  her  fingers  from  his 
clasp. 

*'  Thou  art  bold ! "  she  said  with  a  touch 
of  indolent  amusement  in  her  accents.  "  But 
in  thy  boldness  there  is  something  of  the  hero. 
Knowest  thou  not  that  I,  Lysia,  High  Priestess 
of  Nagaya,  could  have  thee  straightway  slain 
for  that  unwise  speech  of  thine  ? — unwise  because 
over-hasty  and  somewhat  over-familiar.  Yes, 
I  could  have  thee  slain  !  "  and  she  laughed, — a 
rippling  little  laugh  like  that  of  a  pleased  child. 
"  Howbeit  thou  shalt  not  die  this  time  for  thy 
foolhardiness — thy  looks  are  too  much  in  thy 
favour  !     Thou  art  like  Sah-luma  in  his  noblest 
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moods,  when  tired  of  verse-strlnging  and 
sonnet-chanting  he  condescends  to  remember 
that  he  is  not  quite  divine !  See  how  he  chafes 
at  that !  "  and  plucking  a  lotus-bud  she  threw  it 
playfully  at  the  Laureate,  whose  handsome  face 
flushed  vexedly  at  her  words.  "  An  thou  art 
prudent.  Sir  Theos — do  I  not  pronounce  thy 
name  aptly  ? — thou  wilt  be  less  petulant  than  he, 
and  less  absorbed  in  self-adoration,  for  here 
men, — even  poets, — are  deemed  no  more  than 
men,  and  their  constant  querulous  claim  to  be 
considered  as  demi-gods,  meets  with  no  accept- 
ance !  Wilt  '  blind  thyself  with  beauty  '  as  thou 
say'st  ?  Well  then,  lose  thine  eyes,  but  guard 
thy  heart !  " 

And  with  a  careless  movement  she  loosened* 
her  veil  ;  it  fell  from  her  like  a  soft  cloud,  and 
Theos,  springing  to  his  feet,  gazed  upon  her 
with  a  sense  of  enraptured  bewilderment  and 
passionate  pain.  It  was  as  though  he  saw 
the  wraith  of  some  fair  dead  woman  he  had 
loved  of  old,  risen  anew  to  redemand  from  him 
his  former  allegiance.  O,  unfamiliar  yet  well 
known  face  ! . .  .  O,  slumbrous  starry  eyes  that 
seemed  to  hold  the  memory  of  a  thousand  lov^e- 
thoughts  ! . .  .  O  sweet  curved  lips  whereon  a 
delicious  smile  rested  as  softly  as  sunlight  on 
young  rose  petals  !     Where, . .  .  where,  in  God's 
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name,  had  he  seen  all  this  marvellous,  witching, 
maddening  loveliness  before  ?  His  heart  beat 
with  heavy  labouring  thuds,...  his  brain  reeled,.... 
a  dim  golden  suffused  radiance  seemed  to  hover 
like  an  aureole  above  that  dazzling  white  brow, 
adorned  with  a  clustering  wealth  of  raven-black 
tresses  whose  massive  colls  were  crowned  with 
the  stranofest  sort  of  diadem — a  wreath  of  small 
serpents'  heads  cunningly  fashioned  In  rubles 
and  rose  brilliants,  and  set  In  such  a  manner 
that  they  appeared  to  lift  themselves  erect 
from  out  the  dusky  hair  as  though  in  darting 
readiness  to  stIng.  Full  of  a  vague  wild 
longing,  he  instinctively  stretched  out  his 
arms, .  .  then  on  a  sudden  impulse  turned  swiftly 
away,  in  a  dizzy  effort  to  escape  from  the 
basilisk  fire-gleam  of  those  sombre,  haunting 
eyes  that  plunged  into  his  Inmost  soul,  and  there 
aroused  such  dark  desires,  such  retrospective 
evil,  such  wild  weakness  as  shamed  the  better- 
ness  of  his  nature  !  Sah-luma's  clear  mocking 
laugh  just  then  rang  sharply  through  the 
perfumed  stillness. 

"  Thou  mad  Theos  !  Whither  art  thou 
bound  ?  "  cried  the  Laureate  mirthfully.  ''  Wilt 
leave  our  noble  hostess  ere  the  entertainment 
has  begun  ?  Ungallant  barbarian  !  What 
frenzy  possesses  thee  ?  " 
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These  words  recalled  him  to  himself.  He 
came  back  slowly  step  by  step,  and  with  bowed 
head,  to  where  Lysia  stood — Lysia,  whose 
penetrating  gaze  still  rested  upon  him  with 
strangely  fixed  intensity. 

"Forgive  me,"  he  said,  in  a  low,  unsteady 
voice  that  to  his  own  ears  sounded  full  of  sup- 
pressed yet  passionate  appeal.  "  Forgive  me, 
lady,  that  for  one  moment  I  have  seemed  dis- 
courteous. I  am  not  so,  in  very  truth.  Sad 
fancies  fret  my  brain  at  times,  and — and  there 
is  that  within  thine  unveiled  beauty  which 
sword-like  wounds  my  soul !  I  am  not  joyous- 
natured  : .  .  .  unlike  Sah-luma,  chosen  favourite  of 
fortune,  I  have  lost  all,  all  that  made  my  life 
once  seem  fair.  I  am  dead  to  those  that  loved 
me, . . .  forgotten  by  those  that  honoured  me, ...  a 
wanderer  in  strange  lands,  a  solitary  wayfarer 
perplexed  with  many  griefs  to  which  I  cannot 
give  a  name  !  Nevertheless,"  and  he  drew  a 
quick  hard  breath,  "  if  I  may  serve  thee,  fair- 
est Lysia, — as  Sah-luma  serves  thee, — subject 
to  thy  sovereign  favour, — thou  shalt  not  find  me 
lackinof  in  obedience  !  Command  me  as  thou 
wilt  ;  let  me  efface  myself  to  worship  thee  ! 
Let  me,  if  it  be  possible,  drown  thought, — slay 
memory, — murder  conscience, — so  that  I  may 
once  more,  as  in  the  old  time,  be  glad  with  the 
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gladness    that    only  love    can   give    and    only 
death  can  take  away ! " 

As  he  finished  this  unpremeditated,  uncon- 
trollable outburst  his  eyes  wistfully  sought  hers. 
She  met  his  look  with  a  languid  indifference 
and  a  half  disdainful  smile. 

"  Enough  !  restrain  thine  ardour !  "  she  said 
coldly,  her  dark  dilating  orbs  shining  like  steel 
beneath  the  velvet  softness  of  her  long  lashes. 
"  Thou  dost  speak  ignorantly,  unknowing  what 
thy  words  involve — words  to  which  I  well 
might  bind  thee,  were  I  less  forbearing  to  thine 
inconsiderate  rashness.  How  like  all  men 
thou  art  !  How  keen  to  plunge  into  un- 
fathomed  deeps,  merely  to  snatch  the  pearl  of 
present  pleasure  !  How  martyr-seeming  in 
thy  fancied  sufferings,  as  though  thy  little  wave 
of  personal  sorrow  swamped  the  world  !  Oh 
wondrous  human  Egotism  !  that  sees  but  one 
great  absolute  '  I  '  scrawled  on  the  face  of 
Nature!  '  I  '  am  afflicted,  let  none  dare  to 
rejoice  !     M  '  would  be  glad,  let  none  presume 

to  grieve  !  " She  laughed,  a  little  low  laugh^ 

of  icy  satire,  and  then  resumed.  "  I  thank  thee 
for  thy  proffered  service,  sir  stranger,  albeit  I 
need  it  not, — nor  do  I  care  to  claim  it  at  thy 
hands.  Thou  art  my  guest — no  more  !  Whether 
thou  wilt  hereafter  deserve  to  be  enrolled  my 
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bondsman  depends  upon  thy  prowess  and, — my 
humour  !  " 

Her  beautiful  eyes  flashed  scornfully,  and 
there  was  something  cruel  in  her  glance. 
Theos  felt  it  sting  him  like  a  sharp  blow. 
His  nerves  quivered, — his  spirit  rose  in  arms 
against  the  cynical  hauteur  of  this  woman 
whom  he  loved  ; — yes, — loved,  with  a  curious 
sense  of  revived  passion — passion  that  seemed 
to  have  slept  in  a  tomb  for  ages  and  that  now 
suddenly  sprang  into  life,  and  being,  like  a  fire 
kindled    anew    on    dead   ashes ! 

Acting  on  a  sudden  proud  impulse  he  raised 
his  head  and  looked  at  her  with  a  bold  stead- 
fastness,— a  critical  scrutiny, — a  calmly  dis- 
criminating valuation  of  her  physical  charms 
that  for  the  moment  certainly  appeared  to  startle 
her  self-possession,  for  a  deep  flush  coloured  the 
fairness  of  her  face  and  then  faded,  leaving  her 
pale  as  marble.  Her  emotion,  whatever  it  was, 
lasted  but  a  second, — yet  in  that  second  he  had 
measured  his  mental  strength  against  hers,  and 
had  become  aware  of  his  own  supremacy ! 
This  consciousness  filled  him  with  peculiar  sat- 
isfaction. He  drew  a  long  breath  like  one 
narrowly  escaped  from  close  peril.  He  had  now 
no  fear  of  her — only  a  great,  all-absorbing,  all- 
evil  love,  and  to  that  he  was  recklessly  content 
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to  yield.  Her  eyes  dwelt  glitteringly  first  upon 
him  and  then  on  Sah-luma,  as  the  eyes  of  a 
falcon  dwell  on  its  prey,  and  her  smile  was 
touched  with  a  little  malice,  as  she  said 
addressing  them  both  — 

"  Come,  fair  sirs  !  we  will  not  linger  in  this 
wilderness  of  wild  flowers.  A  feast  awaits  us 
yonder — a  feast  prepared  for  those  who,  like 
yourselves,  obey  the  creed  of  sweet  self- 
indulgence,  . .  the  world-wide  creed  wherein  men 
find  no  fault,  no  shadow  of  inconsistency  !  The 
truest  wisdom  is  to  enjoy, — the  only  philosophy 
that  which  teaches  us  how  best  to  gratify 
our  own  desires  !  Delight  cannot  satiate  the 
soul,  nor  mirth  engender  weariness  !     Follow 

me ! "    and    with    a    lithe    movement    she 

swept  towards  the  door,  her  pet  tigress  creep- 
ing closely  after  her  ;  then  suddenly  looking 
back  she  darted  a  lustrously  caressing  glance 
over  her  shoulder  at  Sah-luma  and  stretched  out 
her  hand.  He  at  once  caught  it  in  his  own  and 
kissed  it  with  an  almost  brusque  eagerness. 

"  I  thought  you  had  forgotten  me ! "  he 
murmured  in  a  vexed  half-reproachful  tone. 

''  Forgotten  you  ?  Forgotten  Sah-luma  ? 
Impossible!"  and  her  silvery  laughter  shook 
the  air  into  little  throbs  of  music.  "  When  the 
greatest  poet  of  the  age  is  forgotten,  then  fall 
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Al-Kyris  ! . .  .  for  there  shall  be  no  more  need  of 
kingdoms  !  " 

Laughing  still  and  allowing  her  hand  to 
remain  in  his,  she  passed  out  of  the  pavilion, 
and  Theos  followed  them  both  as  a  man  might 
follow  the  beckoning  sylphs  in  a  fairy  dream. 

A  mellow,  luminous,  witch-like  radiance  seemed 
to  surround  them  as  they  went — two  dazzling 
figures  gliding  on  before  him  with  the  slow, 
light  grace  of  moonbeams  flitting  over  a  smooth 

ocean.    They  seemed  made  for  each  other, he 

could  not  separate  them  in  his  thoughts  ;  but  the 
strangest  part  of  the  matter  was  the  feeling  he 
had,  that  he  himself  somehow  belonged  to  them 
and  they  to  him.  His  ideas  on  the  subject, 
however,  were  very  indefinite ;  he  was  in  a 
condition  of  more  or  less  absolute  passiveness, 
save  when  strong  shudders  of  grief,  memory, 
remorse  or  roused  passion  shook  him  with 
sudden  force  like  a  storm-blast  shaking  some 
melancholy  cypress  whose  roots  are  in  a  grave. 
He  mused  on  Lysia's  scornful  words  with  a 
perplexed  pain.  Was  he  then  so  selfish  ?. 
"The  one  great  absolute  '  I  '  scraw^led  on  the 
face  of  Nature  !  "  Could  that  apply  to  him  ? 
Surely  not !  since  in  his  present  state  of  mind 
he  could  hardly  lay  claim  to  any  distinct  person- 
ality, seeing  that  that   personality  was  for  ever 
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merging  Itself  and  getting  lost  In  the  more 
clearly  perfect  Identity  of  Sah-luma,  whom  he 
regarded  with  a  species  of  profound  hero- 
worship  such  as  one  man  seldom  feels  for 
another.  To  call  himself  a  Poet  now  seemed 
the  acme  of  absurdity ;  how  should  such 
an  one  as  he  attempt  to  conquer  fame  with  a 
rival  like  Sah-luma  already  In  the  field  and 
already  supremely   victorious  ? 

Full  of  these  fancies,  he  scarcely  heeded  the 
wonders  through  which  he  passed,  as  he  fol- 
lowed his  two  radiant  guides  along.  His  eyes 
were  tired,  and  rested  almost  Indifferently  on 
the  magnificence  that  everywhere  surrounded 
him,  though  here  and  there  certain  objects 
attracted  his  attention  as  being  curiously 
familiar.  These  lofty  corridors,  gorgeously 
frescoed, .  .  .  these  splendid  groups  of  statu- 
ary, ....  these  palm-shaded  nooks  of  verdure 
where  Imprisoned  nightingales  warbled  plaintive 
sones  that  were   all  the  sweeter  for  their  sad- 

ness, these  spacious  marble  loggias  cooled  by 

the  rising  and  falling  spray  of  myriad  fountains 
— did  he  not  dimly  recognize  all  these  things  ? 
He  thought  so,  yet  was  not  sure, — for  he  had 
arrived  at  a  pass  when  he  could  neither  rely  on 
his  reason  nor  his  memory.  Naught  of  deeper 
humiliation   could    he    have   than   this,    to    feel 
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within  himself  that  he  was  still  an  intellectual, 
thinking,  sentient  human  being,  and  that  yet  at 
the  same  time,  his  intelligence  could  do  nothing 
to  extricate  him  from  the  terrific  mystery  which 
had  engulfed  him  like  a  huge  flood,  and  wherein 
he  was  now  tossed  to  and  fro  as  helplessly  as  a 
floating  straw. 

On,  still  on  he  went,  treading  closely  in 
Sah-luma's  footsteps,  and  wistfully  noting  how 
often  the  myrtle-garlanded  head  of  his  friend 
drooped  caressingly  towards  Lysia's  dusky 
perfumed  locks,  whence  those  jewelled  ser- 
pents' fangs  darted  flashingly  upwards  like 
light  from  darkness.  On,  still  on,  till  at  last  he 
found  himself  in  a  grand  vestibule,  built  entirely 
of  sparkling  red  granite.  Here  were  ten  sphinxes, 
so  huge  in  form  that  a  dozen  men  might  have 
lounged  at  ease  on  each  one  of  their  enormous 
paws ;  they  were  ranged  in  rows  of  five  on 
each  side,  and  their  coldly  meditative  eyes 
appeared  to  dwell  steadfastly  on  the  polished 
face  of  a  large  black  Disc  placed  conspicuously 
on  a  pedestal  in  the  exact  centre  of  the  pave- 
ment. Strange  letters  shone  from  time  to  time 
on  this  ebony  tablet,  ....  letters  that  seemed  to 
be  written  in  quicksilver  ;  they  glittered  for  a 
second,  then  ran  off  like  phosphorescent  drops 
of  water,  and  again  reappeared,  but  the  same 
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signs  were  never  repeated  twice  over.  All 
were  different, ...  all  were  rapid  in  their  coming 
and  going  as  flashes  of  lightning.  Lysia, 
approaching  the  Disc,  turned  it  slightly  ;  at  her 
touch  it  revolved  like  a  flying  wheel,  and  for  a 
brief  space  was  literally  covered  with  myste- 
rious characters,  which  the  beautiful  Priestess 
perused  with  an  apparent  air  of  satisfaction.  All 
at  once  the  fiery  writing  vanished,  the  Disc  was 
left  black  and  bare, — and  then  a  silver  ball  fell 
suddenly  upon  it,  with  a  clang,  from  some 
unseen  height,  and  rolling  off"  again  instantly 
disappeared.  At  the  same  moment  a  harsh 
voice  rising  as  it  were  from  the  deepest  under- 
ground, chanted  the  following  words  in  a 
monotonous  recitative  : — 

*'  Fall,  O  thou  lost  Hour,  into  the  dreadful 
Past !  Sink,  O  thou  Pearl  of  Time,  into  the 
dark  and  fathomless  abyss!  Not  all  the  glory 
of  kings  or  the  wealth  of  empires  can  pur- 
chase thee  back  again  !  Not  all  the  strength 
of  warriors  or  the  wisdom  of  sages  can  draw 
thee  forth  from  the  Abode  of  Silence  whither 
thou  art  fled  !  Farewell,  lost  Hour  ! — and  may 
the  gods  defend  us  from  thy  reproach  at  the 
Day  of  Doom  !  In  the  name  of  the  Sun  and 
Nagaya, ....  Peace  !  " 

The  voice  died  away  in  a  muffled  echo,  and 
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the  slow  solemn  boom  of  a  brazen-tongued  bell 
struck  midnight.  Then  Theos,  raising  his  eyes, 
saw  that  all  further  progress  was  impeded  by  a 
great  wall  of  solid  rock  that  glistened  at  every 
point  with  flashes  of  pale  and  dark  violet  light 
— a  wall  composed  entirely  of  adamantine  spar, 
crusted  thick  with  the  rough  growth  of  oriental 
amethyst.  It  rose  sheer  up  from  the  ground  to 
an  altitude  of  about  a  hundred  feet,  and  appa- 
rently closed   in  and  completed  the  vestibule. 

Surely  there   was  no  passing  through  such  a 

barrier  as  this  ? he  thought  wonderingly  ; 

nevertheless  Lysia  and  Sah-luma  still  went  on, 
and  he — as  perforce  he  was  compelled — still 
followed.  Arrived  at  the  foot  of  the  huge 
erection  that  towered  above  him  like  a  steep 
cliff  of  molten  gems,  he  fancied  he  heard  a  faint 
sound  behind  it  as  of  clinking  glasses  and  bois- 
terous laughter,  but  before  he  had  time  to  con- 
sider what  this  might  mean,  Lysia  laid  her  hand 
lightly  on  a  small,  protruding  knob  of  crystal, 

pressed  it,  and  lo ! the  whole  massive  structure 

yawned  open  suddenly  without  any  noise,  sus- 
pending itself  as  it  were  in  sparkling  festoons  of 
purple  stalactites  over  the  voluptuously-magni- 
ficent scene  disclosed. 

At  first  it  was  difficult  to  discern  more  than 
a  gorgeous  maze  of  swaying  light  and  colour, 
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as  though  a  great  field  of  tuhps  in  full  bloom 
should  be  seen  waving  to  and  fro  in  the  breath 
of  a  soft  wind  ;  but  gradually  this  bewildering 
dazzle  of  gold  and  green,  violet  and  crimson, 
resolved  itself  into  definite  form  and  sub- 
stance ;  and  Theos  standing  beside  his  two 
comipanions  on  the  elevated  threshold  of  the 
partition  through  which  they  had  entered, 
was  able  to  look  down  and  survey  with  tolera- 
ble composure  the  wondrous  details  of  the 
glittering  picture — a  picture  that  looked  like 
a  fairy-fantasy  poised  in  a  haze  of  jewel-like 
radiance  as   of   vaporized  sapphire. 

He  saw  beneath  him  a  vast  circular  hall  or 
amphitheatre,  roofed  in  by  a  lofty  dome  of 
richest  malachite,  from  the  centre  of  which 
was  suspended  a  huge  globe  of  fire,  that  re- 
volved with  incredible  swiftness,  flinging  vivid 
blood-red  rays  on  the  amber-coloured  silken 
carpets  and  embroideries  that  strewed  the 
floor  below.  The  dome  was  supported  by 
rows  upon  rows  of  tall,  tapering,  crystal 
columns,  clear  as  translucent  water  and  green 
as  the  grass  in  spring,  .  .  and  between  and 
beyond  these  columns  on  the  left-hand  side 
there  were  large  oval-shaped  casements  set 
wide  open  to  the  night,  through  which  the 
gleam  of  a   broad  lake  laden  with  water-lilies 
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could  be  seen  shimmering  in  the  yellow  moon. 
The  middle  of  the  hall  was  occupied  by  a 
round  table  covered  with  draperies  of  gold, 
white,  and  green,  and  heaped  with  all  the  costly 
accessories  of  a  sumptuous  banquet  such  as 
might  have  been  spread  before  the  gods  of 
Olympus  in  the  full  height  of  their  legendary 
prime.  Here  were  the  lovely  hues  of  heaped-up 
fruit, — the  tender  bloom  of  scattered  flowers, — 
the  glisten  of  jewelled  flagons  and  goblets, — the 
flash  of  massive  golden  dishes  carried  aloft  by 
black  slaves  attired  in  white  and  crimson, — the 
red  glow  of  poured-out  wine  ;  and  here,  in  the 
drowsy  warmth,  lounging  on  divans  of  velvet 
and  embroidered  satin,  eating,  drinking,  idly  gos- 
siping, loudly  laughing  and  occasionally  bursting 
into  wild  snatches  of  song,  were  a  company  of 
brilliant-looking  personages, — all  men,  all  young, 
all  handsome,  all  richly  clad,  and  all  evidently 
bent  on  enjoying  the  pleasures  offered  by  the  im- 
mediate hour.  Suddenly,  however,  their  noisy 
voices  ceased — with  one  accord,  as  though 
drawn  by  some  magnetic  spell,  they  all  turned 
their  heads  towards  the  platform  where  Lysia 
had  just  silently  made  her  appearance, — and 
springing  from  their  seats  they  broke  into  a 
boisterous  shout  of  acclamation  and  welcome. 
One  young  man  whose  flushed  face  had  all  the 
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joyous,  wanton,  effeminate  beauty  of  a  pictured 
Dionysius,  reeled  forward,  goblet  In  hand,  and 
tossing  the  wine  in  air  so  that  It  splashed 
down  again  at  his  feet,  staining  his  white  gar- 
ments as  it  fell  with  a  stain  as  of  blood,  he 
cried,  tipsily — 

*'  All  hail,  Lysia  !  Where  hast  thou  wandered 
so  lone,  thou  Goddess  of  Morn  ?  We  have  been 
lost  In  the  blackness  of  night,  sunk  In  the 
depths  of  a  hell-like  gloom — but  lo !  now  the 
clouds  have  broken  in  the  east;  and  our  hearts 
rejoice  at  the  birth  of  day !  Vanish,  dull  moon, 
and  be  ashamed  ! . . .  for  a  fairer  planet  rules  the 
sky  !  Hence,  ye  stars  !...  puny  glowworms  lazily 
crawling  In  the  fields  of  ether  !  Lysia  Invests 
the  heaven  and  earth,  and  In  her  smile  we  live ! 
Ha  !  art  thou  there,  Sah-luma  ?  Come,  praise 
me  for  my  improvised  love-lines  ;  they  are  as 
good  as  thine,  I  warrant  thee !  Canst  compose 
when  thou  art  drunk,  my  dainty  Laureate  ? 
Drain  a  cup  then,  and  string  me  a  stanza ! 
Where  Is  thy  fool  Zabastes  ?  I  would  fain  tickle 
his  long  ears  with  ribald  rhyme,  and  hearken 
to  the   barbarous  braying   forth  of  his    asinine 

reflections  !  Lysia  !  what,  Lysia  ! dost  thou 

frown  at  me  ?  Frown  not,  sweet  queen,  but 
rather  laugh  ! .  . .  thy  laughter  kills,  'tis  true,  but 
thy  frown  doth  torture  spirits  after  death  !    Un- 
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bend  thy  brows  !    Night  looms  between   them 

like  a   chaos!.,  we   will  have   no  more   night, 

I   say,  but  only   noon  ! .  . .  a    long,   languorous, 

lovely  noon,  flower-girdled  and  sunbeam-clad  ! 

"  With  roses,  roses,  roses  crown  my  head, 
For  my  days  are  few  ! 
And  remember,  sweet,  when  I  am  dead, 
That  my  heart  was  true  !  " 

Singing  unsteadily,  with  the  empty  goblet 
upside  down  in  his  hand,  he  looked  up  laughing, 
— his  bright  eyes  flashing  with  a  wild  feverish 
fire,  his  fair  hair  tossed  back  from  his  brows 
and  entangled  in  a  half-crushed  wreath  of  vine- 
leaves, — his  rich  garments  disordered,  his  whole 
demeanour  that  of  one  possessed  by  a  semi- 
delirium  of  sensuous   pleasure when  all  at 

once,  meeting  Lysia's  keen  glance,  he  started 
as  though  he  had  been  suddenly  stabbed, — the 
goblet  fell  from  his  clasp,  and  a  visible  shudder 
ran  through  his  strong  supple  frame.  The  low, 
cold,  merciless  laughter  of  the  beautiful  Priestess 
cut  through  the  air  hissingly  like  the  sweep 
of  a  scimetar. 

"  Thou  art  wondrous  merry,  Nir-jalis,"  she 
said,  in  languid,  lazily  enunciated  accents. 
"  Knowest  thou  not  that  too  much  mirth  engen- 
ders weeping,  and  that  excessive  rejoicing  hath 
its  fitting  end  in  grievous  lamentation  ?  Nay, 
even    now    already   thou    lookest   more  sadly ! 
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What  sombre  cloud  has  crossed  thy  wine-hued 
heaven  ?  Be  happy  while  thou  mayest,  good 
fool ! . . .  I  blame  thee  not !  Sooner  or  laterall  things 
must  end  ! ...  in  the  meantime,  make  thou  the  most 
of  life  while  life  remains  ;  'tis  at  its  best  an  un- 
certain heritage,  that  once  rashly  squandered  can 
never  be  restored, — either  here  or  hereafter." 

The  words  were  gently,  almost  tenderly, 
spoken  ;  but  Nir-jalis  hearing  them,  grew 
white  as  death — his  smile  faded,  leaving  his 
lips  set  and  stern  as  the  lips  of  a  marble  mask. 
Stooping,  he  raised  his  fallen  goblet  and  held  it 
out  almost  mechanically  to  a  passing  slave,  who 
re-filled  it  with  wine,  which  he  drank  off 
thirstily  at  a  draught,  though  the  generous 
liquid  brought  no  colour  back  to  his  drawn  and 
ashy  features. 

Lysia  paid  no  further  heed  to  his  evident 
discomfiture  ;  bidding  Sah-luma  and  Theos 
follow  her,  she  descended  the  few  steps  that 
led  from  the  raised  platform  into  the  body  of 
the  brilliant  hall  ;  the  rocky  screen  of  ame- 
thyst closed  behind  her  as  noiselessly  as  it  had 
opened,  and  in  another  moment  she  stood 
among  her  assembled  guests,  who  at  once  sur- 
rounded her  with  eager  salutations  and  grace- 
fully-worded flatteries.  Smiling  on  them  all 
with  that  strange  smile  of  hers  that  was  more 
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scornful  then  sweet,  and  yet  so  infinitely  be- 
witching, she  said  Httle  in  answer  to  their 
greetings,  .  .  she  moved  as  a  queen  moves 
through  a  crowd  of  courtiers,  the  varied  Hght 
of  crimson  and  green  playing  about  her  like  so 
many  sparkles  of  living  flame,  . .  .  her  dark  head, 
wreathed  with  those  jewelled  serpents,  lifting 
itself  proudly  erect  from  her  muffling  golden 
mantle,  and  her  eyes  shining  with  that  frosty 
gleam  of  mockery  which  made  them  look  so 
lustrous  yet  so  cold.  And  now  Theos  per- 
ceived that  at  one  end  of  the  splendid  banquet 
table  a  dais  was  erected,  draped  richly  in 
carnation-coloured  silk,  and  that  on  this  dais  a 
throne  was  placed — a  throne  composed  entirely 
of  black  crystals,  whose  needle-like  points 
sparkled  with  a  dark  flash  as  of  bayonets  seen 
through  the  smoke  of  battle.  It  was  cushioned 
in  black  velvet,  and  above  it  was  a  bent  arch 
of  ivory  on  which  glittered  a  twisted  snake  of 
clustered  emeralds. 

With  that  slow  superb  ease  that  distinguished 
all  her  actions,  Lysia,  attended  closely  by  her 
tigress,  mounted  the  dais, — and  as  she  did  so  a 
loud  clash  of  brazen  bells  rang  out  from  some 
invisible  turret  beyond  the  summit  of  the  great 
dome.  At  the  sound  of  the  jangling  chime  four 
negresses  appeared— goblin  creatures  that  looked 
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as  though  they  had  suddenly  sprung  from  some 
sooty  subterranean  region  of  gnomes  —  and 
humbly  prostrating  themselves  before  Lysia, 
kissed  the  ground  at  her  feet.  This  done,  they 
rose,  and  began  to  undo  the  fastenings  of  her 
golden  domlno-like  garment  ;  but  either  they 
were  slow,  or  the  fair  priestess  was  Impatient 
for  she  suddenly  shook  herself  free  of  their 
hands,  and,  loosening  the  gorgeous  mantle  her- 
self from  Its  jewelled  clasps.  It  fell  slowly  from 
her  symmetrical  form  on  the  perfumed  floor 
with   a  rustle  as   of  falling  leaves. 

A  sigh  quivered  audibly  through  the  room — 
whether  of  grief,  joy,  hope,  relief  or  despair  It 
was  difficult  to  tell.  The  pride  and  peril  of  a 
matchless  loveliness  was  revealed  In  all  Its  fatal 
seductiveness  and  Invincible  strength — the  Irre- 
sistible perfection  of  woman's  beauty  was  openly 
displayed  to  bewilder  the  sight  and  rouse  the 
reckless  passions  of  man  !  Who  could  look  on 
such  delicate,  dangerous,  witching  charms  un- 
moved ?  Who  could  gaze  on  the  exquisite 
outlines  of  a  form  fairer  tharl  that  of  any  sculp- 
tured Venus  and  refuse  to  acknowledge  its 
powerfully  sweet  attraction  ? 

The  Virgin  Priestess  of  the  Sun  had  stepped 
out  of  her  shrine  •  .  .  no  longer  a  creature 
removed,   impersonal,   and  sacred,  she  had  be- 
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come  most  absolutely  human.  Moreover  she 
might  now  have  been  taken  for  a  bacchante, 
a  dancer,  or  any  other  unsexed  example  of 
womanhood,  inasmuch  as  with  her  golden 
mantle  she  had  thrown  off  all  disguise  of 
modesty.  Her  beautiful  limbs,  rounded  and 
smooth  as  pearl,  could  be  plainly  discerned 
through  the  filmy  garb  of  silvery  tissue  that 
clung  like  a  pale  mist  about  the  voluptuous 
curves  of  her  figure  and  floated  behind  her  in 
shining  gossamer  folds  ;  her  dazzling  white 
neck  and  arms  were  bare  ; — and  from  slim  wrist 
to  snowy  shoulder,  little  twining  diamond  snakes 
glistened  in  close  coils  against  the  velvety 
fairness  of  her  flesh.  A  silver  serpent  with  a 
head  of  sapphires  girdled  her  waist,  and  just 
above  the  full  wave  of  her  bosom,  that  rose  and 
fell  visibly  beneath  the  transparent  gathers  of 
her  gauzy  drapery,  shone  a  large  fiery  jewel, 
fashioned  in  the  semblance  of  a  human  Eye. 
This  singular  ornament  was  so  life-like  as  to  be 
absolutely  repulsive,  and  as  it  moved  to  and  fro 
with  its  wearer's  breathinsr  it  seem.ed  now  to 
Stare  aghast, — anon  to  Hash  wickedly  as  with  a 
thought  of  evil, — while  more  often  still  it  assumed 
a  restlessly  watchful  expression  as  though  it 
were  the  eye  of  a  fiend-inquisitor  intent  on  the 
detection  of  some  secret  treachery.  Poised 
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between  those  fair  white  breasts  it  glared  forth  a 
glittering  Menace  ;  .  .  a  warning  of  unimaginable 
horror  ;  and  Theos,  gazing  at  it  fixedly,  felt  a 
curious  thrill  run  through  him,  as  if,  so  to  speak, 
a  hook  of  steel  had  been  suddenly  thrust  into 
his  quivering  veins  to  draw  him  steadily  and 
securely  on  towards  some  pitfall  of  unknown 
tortures.  Then  he  remembered  what  Sah-luma 
had  said  about  the  "all-reflecting  Eye,  the 
weird  mirror  and  potent  dazzler  of  human 
sight,"  and  wondered  whether  its  mystical 
properties  were  such  as  to  compel  men  to 
involuntarily  declare  their  inmost  thoughts, — for 
it  seemed  to  him  that  its  sinister  glow  pene- 
trated into  the  very  deepest  recesses  of  his 
mind,  and  there  discovered  all  the  hidden  weak- 
nesses, follies  and  passions  of  the  worst  side  of 
his  nature  ! 

He  trembled  and  grew  faint, — his  dazed 
eyes  wandered  over  the  dainty  grace  and 
marvel  of  Lysia's  almost  unclad  loveliness  with 
mingled  emotions  of  allurement  and  repug- 
nance. Fascinated,  yet  at  the  same  time  repelled, 
his  soul  yearned  towards  her  as  the  soul  of  the 
knight  in  the  Lore-lei  legend  yearned  towards 
the  singing  Rhine-siren,  whose  embrace  was  de 

struction  ;  and  then he  became  filled  with 

a  strange  sudden  fear  ;  fear,  not  for  himself,  but 
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for  Sah-luma,  whose  ardent  glance  burned  into 
her  dark  languId-Hdded  amorous  orbs  with  the 
lustre  of  flame  meeting  flame — Sah-luma, 
whose  beautiful  flushed  face  was  as  that  of  a 
god  inspired  or  lover  triumphant.  What  could 
he  do  to  shield  and  save  this  so  idolized  friend 
of  his  ? — this  dear  familiar  for  whom  he  had 
such  close  and  ever-increasing  sympathy ! 
Might  he  not  possibly  guard  him  in  some  way 
and  ward  off  impending  danger  ?  But  what 
danger  ?  What  spectral  shadow  of  dread 
hovered  above  this  brilliant  scene  of  high 
feasting  and  voluptuous  revelry  ?  None  that 
he  could  imagine  or  define,  and  yet  he  was 
conscious  of  an  ominous  unuttered  premonition 
of  peril  in  the  very  air — peril  for  Sah-luma, 
always  for  Sah-luma,  never  for  himself,  ....  Self 
seemed  dead  and  entombed  for  ever  !  Involun- 
tarily lifting  his  eyes  to  the  great  green  dome 
where  the  globe  of  fire  twirled  rapidly  like  a 
rolling  star,  he  saw  some  words  written  round 
it  in  golden  letters  ;  they  were  large  and  distinct, 
and  ran  thus  : — 

"  Live  in  the  Now,  but  question  not  the 
Afterwards ! " 

A  wise  axiom !  .  .  yet  almost  a  platitude,  for 
did  not  every  one  occupy  themselves  exclusively 
with  the  Now,  regardless  of  future  consequences  ? 
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Of  course  !  Who  but  sages — or  fools — would 
stop  to  question  the  Afterwards  ! 

Just  then  Lysia  ascended  her  black  crystal 
throne  In  all  her  statuesque  majesty,  and  sinking 
indolently  amid  its  sable  cushions  where  she 
shone  in  her  wonderful  whiteness  like  a  glistening 
pearl  set  in  ebony,  she  signed  to  her  guests  to 
resume  their  places  at  table.  She  was  instantly 
obeyed.  Sah-luma  took  what  was  evidently  his 
accustomed  post  at  her  right  hand,  while  Theos 
found  a  vacant  corner  on  her  left,  next  to  the 
picturesque  lounging  figure  of  the  young  man 
Nir-jalis,  who  looked  up  at  him  with  a  half 
smile  as  he  seated  himself,  and  courteously 
made  more  room  for  him  among  the  tumbled 
emerald-silk  draperies  of  the  luxurious  divan 
they  now  shared  together.  Nir-jalis  was  by 
no  means  sober,  but  he  had  recovered  a  little 
of  his  self-possession  since  Lysla's  sleepy  eyes 
had  darted  such  cold  contempt  upon  him,  and  he 
seemed  for  the  present  to  be  on  his  guard 
against  giving  any  further  possible  cause  of 
offence. 

"Thou  art  a  new  comer, — a  stranger.  If  I 
mistake  not  ? "  he  Inquired  In  a  low,  abrupt,  yet 
kindly  tone. 

"  Yes,"  replied  Theos  in  the  same  soft  sotto- 
voce.     *'  I  am  a  mere  sojourner  in  Al-Kyris  for 
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a  few  days  only,  .   .   .  the  guest  of  the  divine 
Sah-luma." 

Nir-jalis  raised  his  eyebrows  with  an  ex- 
pression of  amused  wonder. 

"Divine!"  he  ejaculated.  ''By  my  faith! 
what  neophyte  have  we  here  !  "  and  supporting 
himself  on  one  elbow  he  stared  at  his  companion 
as  though  he  saw  In  him  some  singular  human 
phenomenon.  "  Dost  thou  really  believe,"  he 
went  on  jestingly,  "  In  the  divinity  of  poets  ? 
Dost  thou  think  they  write  what  they  mean,  or 
practise  what  they  preach  ?  Then  art  thou  the 
veriest  Innocent  that  ever  wore  the  muscular 
semblance  of  man  !  Poets,  my  friend,  are  the 
most  absolute  impostors,  .  .  they  melodize  their 
rhymed  music  on  phases  of  emotion  they  have 
never  experienced  ;  as  for  instance  our  Laureate 
yonder  will  string  a  pretty  sonnet  on  the  despair 
of  love,  he  knowing  nothing  of  despair,  .  .  he  will 
write  of  a  broken  heart,  his  own  being  unpricked 
by  so  much  as  a  pin's  point  of  trouble  ;  and  he 
will  speak  in  his  verse  of  dying  for  love  when 
he  would  not  let  his  little  finder  ache  for  the 
sake  of  a  woman  who  worshipped  him  !  Look 
not  so  vaguely  !  'tis  so,  indeed  !  .  .  ,  and  as  for  the 
divine  part  of  him,  wait  but  a  little,  and  thou 
shalt  see  thy  poet-god  become  a  satyr !  " 

He  laughed  maliciously,  and   Theos  felt  an 
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angry  flush  rising  to  his  brows.  He  could  not 
bear  to  hear  Sah-luma  thus  lightly  maligned 
even  by  this  half-drunken  reveller  : — it  stung  him 
to  the  quick,  as  if  he  personally  were  inckided 
in  the  implied  accusation  of  unworthiness. 
NIr-jaHs  perceived  his  annoyance,  and  added 
good-naturedly — 

"  Tush,  man !  Vex  not  thy  soul  as  to  thy 
friend's  virtues  or  vices  —  what  are  they  to 
thee  ?  And  of  a  truth  Sah-luma  is  no  worse 
than  the  rest  of  us.  All  I  maintain  Is  that  he  Is 
certainly  no  better.  I  have  known  many  poets 
in  my  day,  and  they  are  all  more  or  less  alike — 
petulant  as  babes,  peevish  as  women,  selfish 
as  misers  and  conceited  as  peacocks.  They 
should  be  different  ?  Oh,  yes  ! — they  sho2dd  be 
the  perpetual  youth  of  mankind,  the  faithful 
singers  of  love  idealised  and  made  perfect. 
But  then  none  of  us  are  what  we  ou^ht  to  be  ! 
Besides,  if  we  were  all  virtuous,  .  .  by  the  gods  ! 
the  world  would  becom.e  too  dull  a  hole  to  live 
in  !  Enough  !  Wilt  drink  with  me  ?"  and 
beckoning  a  slave,  he  had  his  own  goblet 
and  that  of  Theos  filled  to  the  brim  with  wine. 

*'  To  our  more  Intimate  acquaintance  !''  he  said 
smilingly,  and  Theos,  somewhat  captivated  by 
the  easy  courtesy  of  his  manner,  could  do  no 
less  than  respond  cordially  to  the  proffered  toast. 
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At  that  moment  a  triumphant  burst  of  music, 
like  the  sound  of  mingled  flutes,  hautboys  and 
harps,  rushed  through  the  dome  like  a  strong 
wind  sweeping  in  from  the  sea,  and  with  it  the 
hum  and  buzz  of  conversation  began  in  good 
earnest.  Theos,  lifting  his  gaze  towards  Lysia's 
seat,  saw  that  she  was  now  surrounded  by  the 
four  attendant  negresses,  who,  standing  two  on,- 
each  side  of  her  throne,  held  large  fans  of  pea- 
cock plumes,  which,  as  they  were  waved  slowly 
to  and  fro,  emitted  a  thousand  scintillations  of 
jewel-like  splendour.  A  slave,  attired  In  scarlet, 
knelt  on  one  knee  before  her,  proffering  a  golden 
salver  loaded  with  the  choicest  fruits  and  wines  ; 
a  lazy  smile  played  on  her  lips — lips  that  out- 
rivalled  the  dewy  tint  of  half-opening  roses  ; 
the  serpents  In  her  hair  and  on  her  rounded 
arms  quivered  in  the  light  like  living  things  ; 
the  great  vSymbolIc  Eye  glanced  wickedly  out 
from  the  white  beauty  of  her  heaving  breast  ; 
and  as  he  surveyed  her,  thus  resplendent  In  all 
the  startling  seductiveness  of  her  dangerous 
charms,  her  loveliness  entranced  and  intoxicated 
him  like  the  faint  perfume  of  some  rare  and 
powerful  exotic,  ....  his  senses  seemed  to  sink 
drowningly  In  the  whelming  Influence  of  her  soft 
and  dazzling  grace  ;  and  though  he  still  resented, 
he  could   not  resist  her  mesmeric  power.      No 
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wonder,  he  thought,  that  Sah-luma's  eyes  dark- 
ened with  passion  as  they  dweh  on  her!  ....  and 
no  wonder  that  he.  Hke  Sah-luma,  was  content 
to  be  gently  but  surely  drawn  within  the  glitter- 
ing web  of  her  magic  spell — a  spell  fatal,  yet 
too  bewilderingly  sweet  for  human  strength  to 
fight  against.  The  mysterious  sense  he  had  of 
danger  lurking  somewhere  for  Sah-luma,  applied, 
so  he  fancied,  in  no  way  to  himself — it  did  not 
much  matter  what  happened  to  Imn — he  was  a 
mere  nobody.  He  could  be  of  no  use  any- 
where ;  he  was  as  one  banished  into  strange 
exile  ;  his  brain — that  brain  he  had  once  deemed 
so  clear,  so  subtle,  so  eminently  reasoning  and  all- 
comprehensive — was  now  nothing  but  a  chaotic 
confusion  of  vague  suggestions,  and  only  served 
to  very  slightly  guide  him  in  the  immediate  pre- 
sent, giving  him  no  practical  clue  at  all  as  to  the 
past  through  which  he  had  lived,  or  the  circum- 
stances he  most  wished  to  remember.  He  was 
a  fool — a  dreamer — ungifted — unfamous  !  .  .  .  . 
were  he  to  die,  not  a  soul  would  regret  his  loss. 
His  own  fate  therefore  concerned  him  little — he 
could  handle  fire  recklessly  and  not  feel  the 
fiame  ;  he  could,  so  he  believed,  run  any  risk, 
and  yet  escape,  comparatively  free  of  harm. 

But  with  Sah-luma  it  was  different !    Sah-luma 
must    be    guarded   and    cherished  ;    his  was   a 
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valuable  life — the  life  of  a  genius  such  as  the 
world  sees  but  once  in  a  century — and  it  should 
not,  so  Theos  determined, — be  imperilled  or 
wasted ;  no  !  not  even  for  the  sake  of  the 
sensuous,  exquisite,  conquering  beauty  of 
this  dazzling  Priestess  of  the  Sun — the  fairest 
sorceress  that  ever  triumphed  over  the  frail 
yet  immortal  Spirit  of  Man  ! 


^. 
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How  the  time  went  he  could  not  tell  ;  in  so 
gay  and  gorgeous  a  scene  hours  might  easily 
pass  with  the  swiftness  of  unmarked  moments. 
Peals  of  laughter  echoed  now  and  again  through 
the  vaulted  dome,  and  excited  voices  were 
frequently  raised  in  clamorous  disputations  and 
contentious  arguments  that  only  just  sheered 
off  the  boundary-line  of  an  actual  quarrel.  All 
sorts  of  topics  were  discussed — the  laws,  the 
existing  mode  of  government,  the  latest  dis- 
coveries in  science,  and  the  military  prowess  of 
the  King — but  the  conversation  chiefly  turned 
on  the  spread  of  disloyalty,  atheism,  and  repub- 
licanism among  the  population  of  Al-Kyris, — and 
the  influence  of  Khosrul  on  the  minds  of  the 
lower  classes.  The  episode  of  the  Prophet's 
late    capture    and    fresh  escape    seemed    to  be 
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perfectly  well  known  to  all  present,  though  it 
had  occurred  so  recently ;  one  would  have 
thought  the  detailed  account  of  it  had  been 
received  through  some  private  telephone,  com- 
municating with  the  King's  palace. 

As  the  banquet  progressed  and  the  wine  flowed 
more  lavishly,  the  assembled  guests  grew  less  and 
less  circumspect  in  their  general  behaviour  ;  they 
flung  themselves  full  length  on  their  luxurious 
couches,  in  the  laziest  attitudes,  now  pulling  out 
handfuls  of  flowers  from  the  tall  porcelain  jars 
that  stood  near,  and  pelting  one  another  with 
them  for  mere  idle  diversion,  .  .  .  now  summoning 
the  attendant  slaves  to  refill  their  wine-cups 
while  they  lay  lounging  at  ease  among  their 
heaped-up  cushions  of  silk  and  embroidery  ;  and 
yet  with  all  the  voluptuous  freedom  of  their 
manners,  the  picturesque  grace  that  distin- 
guished them  was  never  wholly  destroyed- 
These  young  men  were  dissolute,  but  not 
coarse  ;  bold,  but  not  vulgar  ;  they  took  their 
pleasure  in  a  delicately  wanton  fashion  that  was 
infinitely  more  dangerous  in  its  influence  on  the 
mind  than  would  have  been  the  eross  mirth  and 
broad  jesting  of  a  similar  number  of  uneducated 
plebeians.  The  rude  licentiousness  of  an  uncul- 
tivated boor  has  its  safety-valve  in  disgust  and 
satiety,  .  .  but  the  soft,  enervating  sensualism  of 
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a  trained  and  cultured  epicurean  aristocrat  Is  a 
moral  poison  whose  effects  are  so  Insidious  as 
to  be  scarcely  felt  till  all  the  native  nobility  of 
character  has  withered,  and  naught  Is  left  of  a 
man  but  the  shadow-wreck  of  his  former  self. 
There  was  nothing  repulsive  In  the  half- 
Ironical,  half  mischievous  merriment  of  these 
patrician  revellers  ;  their  witticisms  were  brilliant 
and  pointed,  but  never  Indelicate  ;  and  If  their 
darker  passions  were  roused,  and  ready  to  run 
riot,  they  showed  as  yet  no  sign  of  it.  They 
enjoyed — yes  !  with  that  selfish  animal  enjoyment 
and  love  of  personal  Indulgence  which  all  men, 
old  and  young  without  exception,  take  such 
delight  In — unless  Indeed  they  be  sworn  and 
sorrowful  anchorites,  and  even  then  you  may 
be  sure  they  are  always  regretting  the  easy 
license  and  llbertlnage  of  their  bygone  days  of 
unbridled  Independence  when  they  could  foster 
their  pet  weaknesses,  cherish  their  favourite  vices 
and  laugh  at  all  creeds  and  all  morality  as 
though  Divine  Justice  were  a  mere  empty  name, 
and  they  themselves  the  super-essence  of 
creation.  Ah,  what  a  ridiculous  spectacle  is 
Man  !  the  two-legged  pigmy  of  limited  brain, 
and  still  more  limited  sympathies,  that,  standing 
arrogantly  on  his  little  grave  the  earth,  coolly 
criticizes      the      Universe,      settles     law,     and 
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measures  his  puny  stature  against  that  awful 
Unknown  Force,  deeply  hidden,  but  majestically 
existent,  which  for  want  of  ampler  designation 
we  call  God — God,  whom  some  of  us  will  scarcely 
recognize,  save  with  a  mixture  of  doubt,  levity, 
and  general  reluctance  ;  God,  whom  we  never 
obey  unless  obedience  is  enforced  by  calamity  ; 
God,  whom  we  never  truly  love,  because  so 
many  of  us  prefer  to  stake  our  chances  of  the 
future  on  the  possibility  of  His  non-existence ! 
Strangely  enough,  thoughts  of  this  God, 
this  despised  and  forgotten  Creator,  came 
wandering  hazily  over  Theos's  mind  at  the 
present  moment  when,  glancing  round  the 
splendid  banquet-table,  he  studied  the  dif- 
ferent faces  of  all  assembled,  and  saw  Self, 
Self,  Self,  indelibly  impressed  on  every  one  of 
them.  Not  a  single  countenance  was  there 
that  did  not  openly  betray  the  complacent 
hauteur  and  tranquil  vanity  of  absolute  Egotism, 
Sah-luma's  especially.  But  then  Sah-luma  had 
something  to  be  proud  of — his  genius  ;  it  was 
natural  that  he  should  be  satisfied  with  himself — 
he  was  a  great  man  !  But  was  it  well  for  even 
a  great  man  to  admire  his  own  greatness  ? 
This  was  a  pertinent  question,  and  somewhat 
difficult  to  answer.  A  genius  must  surely  be 
more  or  less  conscious  of  his  superiority  to  those 
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ho  have  no  genius  ?  Yet  why  ?  May  it  not 
happen,  on  occasions,  that  the  so-called  fool 
shall  teach  a  lesson  to  the  so-called  wise  man  ? 
Then  where  is  the  wise  man's  superiority  if  a 
fool  can  instruct  him  ?  Theos  found  these  sug- 
gestions curiously  puzzling  ;  they  seemed  simple 
enough,  and  yet  they  opened  up  a  vista  of  in- 
tricate disquisition  which  he  was  in  no  humour 
to  follow.  To  escape  from  his  own  reflections 
he  began  to  pay  close  attention  to  the  conver- 
sation going  on  around  him,  and  listened  with 
an  eager,  almost  painful  interest,  whenever  he 
heard  Lysia's  sweet,  languid  voice  chiming 
through  the  clatter  of  men's  tongues  like  the 
silver  stroke  of  a  small  bell  ringing  in  a  storm 
at  sea. 

"And  how  hast  thou  left  thy  pale  beauty 
Niphrata?"  she  was  asking  Sah-luma  in  half 
cold,  half  caressing  accents.  ''  Does  her  sing- 
ing still  charm  thee  as  of  yore  ?  I  understand 
thou  hast  given  her  her  freedom.  Is  that 
prudent  ?     Was  she  not  safer  as  thy  slave  ?  " 

Sah-luma  glanced  up  quickly  in  surprise. 
"  Safer  ?  She  is  as  safe  as  a  rose  in  its  green 
sheath,"  he  replied.  "  What  harm  should  come 
to  her  ? " 

"  I  spoke  not  of  harm,"  said  Lysia,  with  a  lazy 
smile.      "  But  the  day  may  come,  good  minstrel, 
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when  thy  sheathed  rose  may  seek  some  newer 
sunshine  than  thy  face  !  .  .  .  when  thy  much  poesy 
may  pall  upon  her  spirit,  and  thy  love-songs 
grow  stale  !  .  .  .  and  she  may  string  her  harp  to  a 
different  tune  than  the  perpetual  adoration-hymn 
of  Sah-luma  !  " 

The  handsome  Laureate  looked  amused. 

"  Let  her  do  so  then  !  "  he  laughed  carelessly. 
*^  Were  she  to  leave  me  I  should  not  miss  her 
greatly  ;  a  thousand  pieces  of  gold  will  purchase 
me  another  voice  as  sweet  as  hers, — another  maid 
as  fair !  Meanwhile  the  child  is  free  to  shape 
her  own  fate, — her  own  future.  I  bind  her  no 
longer  to  my  service  ;  nevertheless,  like  the 
jessamine-flower,  she  clings, — and  will  not  easily 
unwind  the  tendrils  of  her  heart  from  mine." 

''  Poor  jessamine  flower  !  "  murmured  Lysia 
negligently,  with  a  touch  of  malice  in  her  tone. 
"What  a  rock  it  doth  embrace;  how  little  van- 
tage ground  it  hath  wherein  to  blossom  !  "  And 
her  drowsy  eyes  shot  forth  a  fiery  glance  from 
under  their  heavily-fringed  drooping  white  lids. 

Sah-luma  met  her  look  with  one  of  mingled 
vexation  and  reproach  ;  she  smiled,  and  raising 
a  goblet  of  wine  to  her  lips,  kissed  the  brim, 
and  gave  it  to  him  with  an  indescribably  grace- 
ful swaying  gesture  of  her  whole  form  that 
reminded    one    of    a    tall  white  lily  bowing  in 
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the  breeze.  He  seized  the  cup  eagerly,  drank 
from  it,  and  returned  it, — his  momentary  annoy- 
ance, whatever  it  was,  passed,  and  a  joyous 
elation  illumined  his  fine  features.  Then  Lysia 
refilling  the  cup,  kissed  It  again  and  handed  it 
to  Theos  with  so  much  soft  animation  and 
tenderness  in  her  face  as  she  turned  to  him, 
that  his  enforced  calmness  nearly  gave  way, 
and  he  had  much  ado  to  restrain  himself  from 
falling  at  her  feet  In  a  transport  of  passion,  and 
crying  out .  .  "  Love  me,  O  thou  sorceress- 
sovereign  of  beauty  !...love  me,  if  only  for  an  hour, 
and  then  let  me  die  !  .  .  for  I  shall  have  lived 
out  all  the  joys  of  life  in  one  embrace  of  thine  !  " 
His  hand  trembled  as  he  took  the  goblet,  and 
be  drank  half  its  contents  thirstily, — then  imitat- 
ing Sah-luma's  example,  he  returned  it  to  her 
with  a  profound  salutation.  Her  eyes  dwelt 
meditatively  upon  him. 

"  What  a  dark,  still,  melancholy  countenance 
is  thine,  Sir  Theos  !  "  she  said  abruptly — "  Thou 
art  for  sure,  a  man  of  strongly  repressed  and 
concentrated  passions,  .  .  .'tis  a  nature  I  love !  I 
would  there  were  more  of  thy  proud  and  chilly 
temperament  in  Al-Kyris  !..Our  men  are  like 
velvet-winged  butterflies,  drinking  honey  all 
day  and  drowsing  in  sunshine — full  to  the  brows 
of  folly, — frail  and  delicate  as  the  Httle  dancing- 
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maidens  of  the  King's  seraglio,  .  .  nervous  too, 
with  weak  heads,  that  are  apt  to  ache  on  small 
provocation,  and  bodies  that  are  apt  to  fall  easily 
when  but  slightly  fatigued.  Aye  ! — thou  arta  man, 
clothed  complete  In  manliness, — moreover  .  .  .  .  " 

She  paused,  and  leaning  forward  so  that  the 
dark  shower  of  her  perfumed  hair  brushed  his 
arm ..."  Hast  ever  heard  travellers  talk  of 
volcanoes  ? .  .  those  marvellous  mountains  that 
oft    wear  crowns  of  ice  on  their  summits  and 

yet  hold  unquenchable  fire  In  their  depths  ? 

Methlnks  thou  dost  resemble  these, — and  that 
at  a  touch,  the  flames  would  leap  forth 
uncontrolled  ! " 

Her  magical  low  voice,  more  melodious  in 
tone  than  the  sound  of  harps  played  by  moon- 
light on  the  water,  thrilled  in  his  ears  and  set 
his  pulses  beating  madly, — with  an  effort  he 
checked  the  torrent  of  love-words  that  rushed 
to  his  lips,  and  looked  at  her  In  a  sort  of  wildly 
wondering  appeal.  Her  laughter  rang  out  In 
silvery  sweet  ripples,  and  throwing  herself 
lazily  back  In  her  throne,  she  called .  . 

"Aizif!  .  .  Alzlf!" 

The  great  tigress  instantly  bounded  forward 
like  an  obedient  hound,  and  placed  Its  fore-paws 
on  her  knees,  while  she  playfully  held  a  sugared 
comfit  high  above  Its  head. 
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''  Up,  Aizlf  !  up  !  "  she  cried  mirthfully.  . 
"  Up  !  and  be  like  a  man  for  once  ! .  .  snatch  thy 
pleasure  at  all  hazards  !  " 

With  a  roar,  the  savage  brute  leaped  and 
sprang,  its  sharp  white  teeth  fully  displayed,  its 
sly  green  eyes  glisteningly  prominent, — and 
again  Lysia's  rich  laughter  pealed  forth,  mingling 
with  the  impatient  snarls  of  her  terrific 
favourite.  Still  she  held  the  tempting  morsel 
in  her  little  snowy  hand  that  glittered  all  over 
with  rare  gems, — and  still  the  tigress  continued 
to  make  impotent  attempts  to  reach  it,  growing 
more  and  more  ferocious  with  every  fresh 
effort, — till,  all  at  once,  she  shut  her  palm  upon 
the  dainty  so  that  it  could  not  be  seen,  and 
lightly  catching  the  irritated  beast  by  the  throat 
brought  its  eyes  on  a  level  with  her  own. 
The  effect  was  instantaneous, .  .  a  strong  shudder 
passed  through  its  frame, — it  cowered  and 
crouched  lower  and  lower,  in  abject  fear, — the 
sweat  broke  out,  and  stood  in  large  drops  on 
its  sleek  hide, .  .  and,  panting  heavily,  as  the  firm 
grasp  of  its  mistress  slowly  relaxed,  it  sank 
down  prone  in  trembling  abasement  on  the 
second  step  of  the  dais,  still  looking  up  into 
those  densely  brilliant  gazelle  eyes  that  were 
full  of  such  deadly  fascination  and  merciless 
tyranny. 
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''Good  Aizlf !  "  said  Lysia  then,  in  that 
languid  soft  voice,  that  while  so  sweet,  sug- 
gested hidden  treachery  .  .  "  Gentle  fondling  ! .  . 
Thou  hast  fairly  earned  thy  reward  !  .  .  Here  ! .  . 
take  it  !  " — and  unclosing  her  roseate  palm,  she 
showed  the  desired  bo7ine-bo2tcIie,  and  offered 
it  with  a  pretty  coaxing  air, — but  the  tigress 
now  refused  to  touch  it,  and  lay  as  still  as  an 
animal  of  painted  stone. 

"What  a  true  philosopher  she  is,  my  sweet 
Aizif ! "  she  went  on  amusedly,  stroking  the 
creature's  head, — C^Her  feminine  wit  teaches 
her  what  the  dull  brains  of  men  can  never 
grasp,  .  .  namely,  that  pleasures,  no  matter  how 
sweet,  turn  to  ashes  and  wormwood  when 
once  obtained, — and  that  the  only  happiness  in 
this  world  is  the  charm  of  desire !  There  is 
a  subject  for  thee,  Sah-luma  ! . .  wTite  an  immortal 
Ode  on  the  mysteries,  the  delights,  the  never- 
ending  ravishment  of  Desire  !  .  .  .  but  carry  not 
thy  fancy  on  to  desire's  fulfilment,  for  there 
thou  shalt  find  infinite  bitterness  !  The  soul 
that  wilfully  gratifies  its  dearest  wish,  has 
stripped  life  of  its  supremest  joy,  and  stands 
thereafter  in  an  emptied  sphere,  sorrowful  and 
alone, — with  nothing  left  to  hope  for,  nothing 
to  look  forward  to,  save  death,  the  end  of  all 
ambition  !  " 
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"  Nay,  fair  lady," — said  Theos,  suddenly, — 
■'  We  who  deem  ourselves  the  children  of  the 
high  gods,  and  the  offspring  of  a  Spirit  Eternal, 
may  surely  aspire  to  something  beyond  this 
death,  that  like  a  black  seal,  closes  up  the  brief 
scroll  of  our  merely  human  existence !  And  to 
us  therefore,  ambition  should  be  ceaseless, — for 
if  we  master  the  world,  there  are  yet  more 
worlds  to  win  : — and  if  we  find  one  heaven,  we 
do  but  accept  it  as  a  pledge  of  other  heavens 
beyond  it  !  The  aspirations  of  Man  are  limit- 
less,— hence  his  best  assurance  of  immor- 
tality, ....  else  why  should  he  perpetually  long 
for  things  that  here  are  impossible  of  attain- 
ment ?..  things  that  like  faint  floating  clouds 
rimmed  with  light,  suggest  without  declaring 
a  glory  unperceived  ?  "  --- — -^^ 

Lysia  looked  at  him  steadfastly,  an  under- 
gleam  of  malice  shining  in  her  slumbrous  eyes. 

''Why?..  Because,   good   sir,  the  gods  love 

mirth  ! and  the  wanton  Immortals  are  never 

more  thoroughly  diverted,  than  when  leaning 
downward  from  their  clear  empyrean,  they  be- 
hold Man,  their  Insect-Toy,  arrogating  to  him- 
self a  share  in  their  imperishable  Essence  !  To 
keep  up  the  Eternal  Jest,  they  torture  him  with 
vain  delusions,  and  prick  him  on  with  hopes 
never  to  be  realized  ; — aye !  and  the  whole  vast 
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Heaven     may    well    shake    with    thunderous 
laughter  at  the  pride  with   which  he  doth  put 
forth  his   puny  claim  to  be  elected  to  another 
and  fairer  state  of  existence  !     What   hath  he 
done  ?  .  .  what   does   he   do,   to    merit   a  future 
life  ?  .  .  Are  his  deeds  so  noble  ?  .  .  Is  his  wisdom 
so  great  ?  .  .  is  his  mind  so  stainless  ?     He,  the 
oppressor   of  all    Nature    and   of  his   brother- 
man, — he,  the  insolent,  self-opiniated  tyrant,  yet 
bound  slave  of  the  Earth  on  which  he  dwells,  .  . 
why  should  he  live  again  and  carry  his  ignoble 
presence  into  the  splendours  of  an  Eternity  too 
vast  for  him  to  comprehend  ? .  .  Nay,   nay !  .  .  I 
perceive    thou    art    one    of   the    credulous,   for 
whom    a    reasonless    worship    to   an   unproved 
Deity    is,    for    the   sake   of  state-policy,   main- 
tained, .  .  I   had   thought  thee   wiser ! .  .  but  no 
matter !  thou  shalt  pay  thy  vows  to  the  shrine 
of    Nagaya    to-morrow,    and    see    with    what 
glorious  pomp  and  panoply  we  impose  on  the 
faithful,   who    like  thee,    believe    in    their   own 
deathless  and  divinely-constituted  natures,  and 
enjoy    to    the    full,     the    grand    Conceit    that 
persuades  them  of  their  right  to  Immortality!" 
Her  words  carried  with  them  a  certain  prac- 
tical positiveness  of  meaning,  and   Theos  was 
somewhat   impressed    by   their    seeming  truth. 
After  all,  it  was  a  curious  and  unfounded  con- 
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celt  of  man  to  Imagine  himself  the  possessor 
of  an  immortal  soul, — and  yet ...  .If  all  things 
were  the  outcome  of  a  divine  Creative  Influ- 
ence, was  It  not  unjust  of  that  Creative  Influence 
to  endow  all  humanity  with  such  a  belief  if  It  had 
no  foundation  whatever  ?  And  could  injustice 
be  associated  with  divine  law  ?  .  .  . 

He,  Theos,  for  instance,  was  certain  of  his 
own  immortality, — so  certain  that,  surrounded 
as  he  was  by  this  brilliant  company  of  evident 
atheists,  he  felt  himself  to  be  the  only  real 
and  positive  existing  Being  among  an  assembly 
of  Shadow-ficrures, — but  it  was  not  the  time 
or  the  place  to  enter  into  a  theological  dis- 
cussion, especially  with  Lysia, .  .  and  for  the 
moment  at  least,  he  allowed  her  assertions  to 
remain  uncontradicted.  He  sat  however,  in 
a  somewhat  stern  silence,  now  and  then 
glancing  wistfully  and  anxiously  at  Sah-luma, 
on  whom  the  potent  wines  were  beginning 
to  take  effect,  and  who  had  just  thrown 
himself  down  on  the  dais  at  Lysla's  feet,  close 
to  the  tigress  that  still  lay  couched  there  in 
Immovable  quiet.  It  was  a  picture  worthy  of 
the  grandest  painter's  brush,  .  .  .  that  glistening 
throne  black  as  jet,  with  the  fair  form  of  Lysia 
shining  within  it,  like  a  white  sea-nymph  at  rest 
in  a  grotto  of  ocean-stalactites, .  .  the  fantastic 
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ally-attired  negresses  on  each  side,  with  their 
waving  peacock-plumes, — the  vivid  carnation- 
colour  of  the  dais,  against  which  the  black  and 
yellow  stripes  of  the  tigress  showed  up  in 
strone  and  brilliant  contrast,  .  .  and  the  graceful 
jewel-decked  figure  of  the. Poet  Laureate,  who, 
half  sitting,  half  reclining  on  a  black  velvet 
cushion,  leaned  his  handsome  head  indolently 
against  the  silvery  folds  of  Lysia's  robe,  and 
looked  up  at  her  with  eyes,  in  which  burned  the 
ardent  admiration  and  scarcely-restrained  pas- 
sion of  a  privileged  lover. 

Suddenly  and  quite  involuntarily  Theos 
thought  of  Niphrata,  .  .  .  alas,  poor  maiden! 
how  utterly  her  devotion  to  Sah-luma  was 
wasted  !  What  did  he  care  for  her  timid  ten- 
derness, .  .  her  unselfish  worship  ?  Nothing  ! .  . 
less  than  nothing !  He  was  entirely  absorbed 
by  the  sovereign-peerless  beauty  of  this 
wonderful  High  Priestess, — this  witch -like 
weaver  of  spells  more  potent  than  those  of 
Circe  ; — and  musing  thereon,  Theos  was  sorry 
for  Niphrata,  he  knew  not  why.  He  felt  that 
she  had  somehow  been  wronged, — that  she 
suffered,  .  . .  and  that  he,  as  well  as  Sah-luma,  was 
in  some  mysterious  way  to  blame  for  this,  though 
he  could  by  no  means  account  for  his  own  share 
In  the  dimly-suggested  reproach.     This  peculiar 
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remorseful  emotion  was  transitory,  like  all  the 
vaguely-incomplete  Ideas  that  travelled  mistily 
through  his  perplexed  brain,  and  he  soon  for- 
got it  in  the  increasing  animation  and  Interest 
of  the  scene  that  Immediately  surrounded  him. 
The  general  conversation  was  becoming  more 
and  more  noisy,  and  the  laughter  more  and  more 
boisterous, — several  of  the  young  men  were  now 
very  much  the  worse  for  their  frequent  libations, 
and  Nir-jalis,  particularly,  began  again  to  show 
marked  symptoms  of  an  inclination  to  break 
loose  from  all  the  bonds  of  prudent  reserve. 
He  lay  full  length  on  his  silk  divan,  his  feet 
touching  Theos,  who  sat  upright, — and,  singing 
little  snatches  of  song  to  himself,  he  pulled 
the  vine-wreath  from  his  tumbled  fair  locks  as 
though  he  found  it  too  weighty,  and  flung  it  on 
the  ground  among  the  other  ddbris  of  the  feast. 
Then  folding  his  arms  lazily  behind  his  head, 
he  stared  straight  and  fixedly  before  him  at 
Lysia,  seeming  to  note  every  jewel  on  her  dress, 
every  curve  of  her  body,  every  slight  gesture 
of  her  hand,  every  faint  cold  smile  that  played 
on  her  lovely  lips.  One  young  man  whom  the 
others  addressed  as  Ormaz,  a  haughty,  handsome 
fellow  enough,  though  with  rather  a  sneering 
mouth  just  visible  under  his  black  moustache, 
was  talking  somewhat  excitedly  on  the  subject 
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of  KhosruFs  cunningly-devised  flight,  .  .  for  it 
seemed  to  be  universally  understood  that  the 
venerable  Prophet  was  one  of  the  Circle  of 
Mystics, — persons  whose  knowledge  of  science, 
especially  in  matters  connected  with  electricity, 
enabled  them  to  perform  astonishing  juggleries, 
that  were  frequently  accepted  by  the  uninitiated 
vulgar,  as  almost  divine  miracles.  Not  very 
long  ago,  according  to  Ormaz,  who  was 
animatedly  recalling  the  circumstance  for  the 
benefit  of  the  company,  the  words  ''  Fall,  Al- 
Kyris  !  "  had  appeared  emblazoned  in  letters 
of  fire  on  the  sky  at  midnight,  and  the  pheno- 
menon had  been  accompanied  by  two  tremen- 
dous volleys  of  thunder,  to  the  Infinite  conster- 
nation of  the  multitude,  who  received  it  as  a 
supernatural  manifestation.  But  a  member  of 
the  King's  Privy  Council,  a  satirical  sceptic  and 
mistruster  of  everybody's  word  but  his  own, 
undertook  to  sift  the  matter, — and  adopting  the 
dress  of  the  mystics,  managed  to  Introduce  him- 
self into  one  of  their  secret  assemblies,  where 
with  considerable  astonishment,  he  saw  them 
make  use  of  a  small  wire,  by  means  of  which  they 
wrote  in  characters  of  azure  flame  on  the  white- 
ness of  a  blank  wall,^ — moreover  he  discovered 
that  they  possessed  a  lofty  turret,  built  secretly 
and   securely  In  a  deep   unfrequented  grove   of 
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trees,  trom  whence,  with  the  aid  of  various 
curious  instruments  and  reflectors,  they  could 
fling  out  any  pattern  or  device  they  chose  on 
the  sky,  so  that  it  should  seem  to  be  written  by 
the  finger  of  Lightning,  Having  elucidated 
these  mysteries,  and  become  highly  edified 
thereby,  the  learned  Councillor  returned  to  the 
King,  and  gave  full  information  as  to  the  result 
of  his  researches,  whereupon  forty  Mystics  were 
at  once  arrested  and  flung  into  prison  for  life, 
and  their  nefarious  practices  were  made  publicly 
known  to  all  the  inhabitants  of  the  city.  Since 
then,  no  so-called  ''  spiritual  "  demonstrations 
had  taken  place  till  now,  when  on  this  very 
night  Zephoranim's  Presence-Chamber  had 
been  suddenly  enveloped  in  the  thunderous 
and  terrifying  darkness  which  had  so  success- 
fully covered  Khosrul's  escape. 

"  The  king  should  have  slain  him  at  once — " 
declared  Ormaz  emphatically,  turning  to  Lysia 
as  he  spoke  . .  "  I  am  surprised  that  His  Majesty 
permitted  so  flagrant  an  impostor  and  tres- 
passer of  the  law  to  speak  one  word,  or  live 
one  moment  in  his  royal  presence." 

"  Thou  art  surprised,  Ormaz,  at  most  things, 
especially  those  which  savour  of  simple  good- 
nature and  forbearance .  .  "  responded  Lysia 
coldly.        "  Thou    art    a    wolfish    youth,    and 
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wouldst  tear  thine  own  brother  to  shreds  If  he 
thwarted  thy  pleasure !  For  myself  I  see 
little  cause  for  astonishment,  that  a  soldier-hero 
like  Zephoranim  should  take  some  pity  on  so 
frail  and  aged  a  wreck  of  human  wit  as  Khosrul. 
Khosrul  blasphemes  the  Faith,  .  .  what  then  ? . 
do  ye  not  all  blaspheme  ?  " 

*'  Not  in  the  open  streets ! "  said  Ormaz 
hastily. 

"  No — ye  have  not  the  mettle  for  that !  " — and 
Lysia  smiled  darkly,  while  the  great  Eye  on 
her  breast  flashed  forth  a  sardonic  lustre — 
*'  Strong  as  ye  all  are,  and  young,  ye  lack  the 
bravery  of  the  weak  old  man  who,  mad  as  he 
may  be,  has  at  least  the  courage  of  his  opinions  ! 
Who  is  there  here  that  believes  in  the  Sun  as  a 
god,  or  In  Nagayaas  a  mediator  ?  Not  one, .  .  . 
but  ye  are  cultured  hypocrites  all,  and  careful 
to  keep  your  heresies  secret!  " 

"  And  thou,  Lysia  I  "  suddenly  cried  Nir- 
jalis, .  .  "  Why,  if  thou  canst  so  liberally  ad- 
mire the  valour  of  thy  sworn  enemy  Khosrul, 
why  dost  not  ^/loii^  step  boldly  forth,  and  abjure 
the  Faith  thou  art  Priestess  of,  yet  In  thy  heart 
deridest  as  a  miserable  superstition  ?  " 

She  turned  her  splendid  flashing  orbs  slowly 
upon  him,  .  .  .  what  an  awful,  chill,  steely  glitter 
leaped  forth  from  their  velvet-soft  depths  ! 
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"  Prithee,  be  heedful  of  thy  speech,  good 
Nir-jaHs!"  she  said,  with  a  quiver  in  her  voice 
curiously  like  the  suppressed  snarl  of  her  pet 
tigress.  .  "  The  majority  of  men  are  fools,  .... 
like  thee !  .  .  .  and  need  to  be  ruled  according 
to  their  folly  !  " 

Ormaz  broke  into  a  laugh.  ''  And  thou  dost 
rule  them,  wise  Virgin,  with  a  rod  of  iron  !  "  he 
said  satirically  .  .  "  The  King  himself  is  but  a 
slave  in  thy  hands  ! '"' 

'*  The  King  is  a  devout  believer," — remarked 
a  dainty,  effeminate-looking  youth,  arrayed  in  a 
wonderfully  picturesque  garb  of  glistening 
purple, — *'  He  pays  his  vows  to  Nagaya  three 
times  a  day,  at  sunrise,  noon,  and  sunset, — and 
'tis  said  he  hath  oft  been  seen  of  late  in  silent 
meditation  alone  before  the  Sacred  Veil,  even 
after  midnight.  Maybe  he  is  there  at  this 
very  moment,  offering  up  a  royal  petition  for 
those  of  his  less  pious  subjects  who,  like  our- 
selves, love  good  wine  more  than  long  prayers. 
Ah  ! — he  is  a  most  austere  and  noble  monarch, — 
a  very  anchorite  and  pattern  of  strict  religious 
discipline  !  "  And  he  shook  his  head  to  and  fro 
with  an  air  of  mock-solemn  fervour.  Every  one 
laughed,  . .  and  Ormaz  playfully  threw^  a  cluster 
of  half-crushed  roses  at  the  speaker. 

"  Hold  thy  foolish  tongue,  Pharnim, — "  he 
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said, — "  The  King  doth  but  show  a  fitting 
example  to  his  people,  .  .  there  is  a  time  to 
pray,  and  a  time  to  feast,  and  our  Zephoranim 
can  do  both  as  becomes  a  man.  But  of  his 
midnight  meditations  I  have  heard  naught,  .  . 
since  when  hath  he  deserted  his  Court  of  Love 
for  the  colder  chambers  of  the  Sacred  Temple  ?  " 

"  Ask  Lysia  !  "  muttered  Nir-jalis,  drowsily, 
under  his  breath — ''  She  knows  more  of  the 
King  than  she  cares  to  confess  ! " 

His  words  were  spoken  in  a  low  voice,  and 
yet  they  were  distinct  enough  for  all  present  to 
hear.  A  glance  of  absolute  dismay  went  round 
the  table,  and  a  breathless  silence  followed,  like 
the  ominous  hush  of  a  heated  atmosphere  before 
a  thunder-clap.  Nir-jalis,  apparently  struck  by 
the  sudden  stillness,  looked  lazily  round  from 
among  the  tumbled  cushions  where  he  reclined, 
— a  vacant,  tipsy  smile  on  his  lips. 

''  What  a  company  of  mutes  ye  are  ! "  he  said 
thickly  .  .  ''  Did  ye  not  hear  me  ?  I  bade  ye  ask 
Lysia,  ..."  and  all  at  once  he  sat  bolt  upright, 
his  face  crimsoning  as  with  an  access  of  psssion  . . 
"  Ask  Lysia  !  "  he  repeated,  loudly  .  .  "  Ask  her 
why  the  mighty  Zephoranim  creeps  in  and  out 
the  Sacred  Temple  at  midnight  like  a  skulking 
slave  instead  of  a  King  !  ....  at  midnight,  when 
he  should  be  shut  within  his  palace  walls,  playing 
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the  fool  among  his  women  !  I  warrant  'tis  not 
piety  that  persuades  him  to  wander  through 
the  underground  Passaore  of  the  Tombs  alone 
and  in  disguise  !  Sah-luma  !  . .  pretty  pampered 
hound  as  thou  art !  .  .  thou  art  near  enough  to 
Our  Lady  of  Witcheries,^ — -ask  her, .  .  .  ask  her! .  . 
she  knows,  .  .  "  and  his  voice  sank  into  an  in- 
coherent murmur,  .  .  "  she  knows  more  than 
she    cares  to  confess  !  " 

Another  deep  and  death-like  pause  ensued,  .  . . 
and  then  Lysia's  silvery-cold  tones  smote  the 
profound  silence  with  calm,  clear  resonance. 

"  Friend  Nir-jalis,"  she  said,  .  .  how  tuneful 
were  her  accents, .  .  how  chilly  sweet  her  smile  ! 
.  .  "  Methinks  thou  art  grown  altogether  too 
wise  for  this  world  !  .  .  'tis  pity  thou  shouldst 
continue  to  linger  in  so  narrow  and  incomplete 
a  sphere  1  .  .  Depart  hence  therefore  !  .  .  I  shall 
freely    excuse    thine    absence    since  thy    hour 

HAS    COME  !  .  .  .  " 

And,  takine  from  the  table  at  her  side  a 
tall  crystal  chalice  fashioned  in  the  form  of  a 
lily  set  on  a  golden  stem,  she  held  it  up 
towards  him.  Starting  wildly  from  his  couch 
he  looked  at  her,  as  though  doubting  whether  he 
had  heard  her  words  aright,  .  .  a  strong  shudder 
shook  him  from  head  to  foot,  . .  his  hands  clenched 
themselves    convulsively    together, — and    then 
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slowly,  slowly,  he  staggered  to  his  feet  and 
stood  upright.  He  was  suddenly  but  effectually 
sobered — the  flush  of  intoxication  died  off  his 
cheeks — and  his  eyes  grew  strained  and  piteous. 
Theos  watching  him  in  wonder  and  fear,  saw 
his  broad  chest  heave  with  the  rapid-drawn 
gasping  of  his  breath,  .  .  he  advanced  a  step  or 
two — then  all  at  once  stretched  out  his  hands  in 
imploring  agony. 

"  Lysia  !  "  he  murmured  huskily.  *'  Lysia  ! .  . 
pardon  ! .  .  .  spare  me  1 .  .  .  For  the  sake  of  past 
love  have  pity  !  " 

At  this  Sah-luma  sprang  up  from  his  loung- 
ing posture  on  the  dais,  his  hand  on  the  hilt  of 
his  dagger,  his  whole  face  flaming  with  wrath. 

"  By  my  soul  !  "  he  cried,  "  what  doth  this 
fellow  prate  of  ?  .  .  .  Past  love  ?  .  .  Thou  profane 
boaster  ! .  .  .  how  darest  thou  speak  of  love  to 
the   Priestess  of  the  Faith  ?  " 

Nir-jalis  heeded  him  not.  His  eyes  were 
fixed  on  Lysia,  like  the  eyes  of  a  tortured 
animal  who  vainly  seeks  for  mercy  at  the  hand 
of  its  destroyer.  Step  by  step  he  came  hesitat- 
ingly to  the  foot  of  her  throne, . .  and  it  was  then 
that  Theos  perceived  near  at  hand  a  personage 
he  immediately  recognized, — the  black  scarlet- 
clad  slave  Gazra,  who  had  brought  Lysia's 
message  to  Sah-luma  that  same  afternoon.      He 
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had  made  his  appearance  now  so  swifdy  and 
silently,  that  It  was  impossible  to  tell  where  he 
had  come  from, — and  he  stood  close  to  Nir- 
jalls,  his  muscular  arms  folded  tightly  across  his 
chest,  and  his  hideous  mouth  contorted  into 
a  grin  of  cruel  amusement  and  expectancy. 
Absolute  quiet  reigned  within  the  magnificent 
banquet  hall,  .  .  the  music  had  ceased, — and  not  a 
sound  could  be  heard,  save  the  delicate  murmur 
of  the  wind  outside  swaying  the  water-lilies 
on  the  moonlit  lake.  Every  one's  attention 
was  centred  on  the  unhappy  young  man,  who 
with  lifted  head  and  rigidly-clasped  hands, 
faced  Lysia  as  a  criminal  faces  a  judge,  .  .  Lysia, 
whose  dazzling  smile  beamed  upon  him  with 
the  brightness  of  summer  sunbeams, — Lysia, 
whose  exquisite  voice  lost  none  of  its  richness 
as  she  spoke  his  doom. 

"  By  the  vow  which  thou  hast  vowed  to  me, 
Nir-jalis — "  she  said  slowly  .  ."  and  by  thine  oath 
sworn  on  the  Symbolic  Eye  of  Raphon  " .  .  here 
she  touched  the  dreadful  Jewel  on  her  breast — 
"  which  bound  thy  life  to  my  keeping,  and  thy 
death  to  my  day  of  choice,  I  herewith  bestow 
on  thee  the  Chalice  of  Oblivion — the  Silver 
Nectar  of  Peace  !  Sleep,  and  wake  no 
more  ! — drink  and  die  !  The  gateways  of  the 
Kingdom    of    Silence    stand    open  to    receive 
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thee  ! thy   service    is   finished  ! 

fare-thee-well !  " 

And  with  the  utterance  of  the  last  word,  she 
gave  him  the  ghttering  cup  she  held.  He  took 
it  mechanically, — and  for  one  instant  glared  about 
him  on  all  sides,  scanning  the  faces  of  the 
attentive  guests  as  though  in  the  faint  hope  of 
some  pity,  some  attempt  at  rescue.  But  not  a 
single  look  of  compassion  was  bestowed  upon 
him  save  by  Theos  who,  full  of  struggling 
amazement  and  horror,  would  have  broken  out 
Into  Indignant  remonstrance,  had  not  an  impera- 
tive glance  from  Sah-luma  warned  him  that  any 
interference  on  his  part  would  only  make  mat- 
ters worse.  He  therefore,  sorely  against  his 
will,  and  only  for  Sah-luma's  sake,  kept  silence, 
watching  Nir-jalis  meanwhile  in  a  sort  of  hor- 
rible fascination. 

There  was  something  truly  awful  In  the 
radiant  unquenchable  laughter  that  lurked  in 
Lysia's  lovely  eyes,  .  .  something  positively 
devilish  in  the  calm  grace  of  her  manner,  as 
with  a  negligent  movement,  she  reseated  herself 
In  her  crystal  throne,  and  taking  a  knot  of  mag- 
nolia-flowers that  lay  beside  her.  Idly  toyed  with 
their  creamy  buds,  all  the  while  keeping  her 
basilisk  gaze  fixed  Immovably  and  relentlessly 
on    her    sentenced   victim.      He,   grasping    the 
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lily-shaped  chalice  convulsively  in  his  right  hand, 
looked  up  despairingly  to  the  polished  dome  of 
malachite,  with  its  revolving  globe  of  fire  that 
shed  a  solemn  blood-red  glow  upon  his  agonized 
young  face, ..  a  smile  was  on  his  lips, — the  dread- 
ful smile  of  desperate,  maddened  misery. 

"  Oh,  ye  malignant  gods  !  "  he  cried  fiercely — 
'"  ye  immortal  Furies  that  made  Woman  for 
Man's  torture !  .  .  Bear  witness  to  my  death ! .  . 
bear  witness  to  my  parting  spirit's  malediction  ! 
Cursed  be  they  who  love  unwisely  and  too  well ! 
.  .  cursed  be  all  the  wiles  of  desire  and  the 
haunts  of  dear  passion  ! — cursed  be  all  fair  faces 
whose  fairness  lures  men  to  destruction! .  .  cursed 
be  the  warmth  of  caresses,  the  beating  of  heart 
against  heart,  the  kisses  that  colour  midnight 
with  fire !  Cursed  be  Love  from  birth  unto 
death ! — may  its  sweetness  be  brief,  and  its  bit- 
terness endless  ! — its  delight  a  snare,  and  its 
promise  treachery  !  O  ye  mad  lovers  ! — fools 
all!".,  and  he  turned  his  splendid  wild  eyes 
round  on  the  hushed  assemblage, — ''  Despise 
me  and  my  words  as  ye  will,  throughout  ages 
to  come,  the  curse  of  the  dead  Nir-jalis  shall 
cling!" 

He  lifted  the  goblet  to  his  lips,  and  just  then 
his  delirious  glance  lighted  on  Sah-luma. 

"I  drink  to  thee,  Sir  Laureate!"  he  said 
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hoarsely  and  with  a  ghastly  attempt  at  levity — 
*  Sing  as  sweetly  as  thou  wilt,  thou  must  drain 
the  same  cup  ere  long ! " 

And  without  another  second's  hesitation  he 
drank  off  the  entire  contents  of  the  chalice  at  a 
draught.  Scarcely  had  he  done  so,  when  with 
a  savage  scream  he  fell  prone  on  the  ground, 
his  limbs  twisted  in  acute  agony, — his  features 
hideously  contorted, — his  hands  beating  the  air 
wildly,  as  though  in  contention  with  some  in- 
visible foe, .  .  while  in  strange  and  terrible  dis- 
sonance with  his  tortured  cries,  Lysia's  laughter, 
musically  mellow,broke  out  in  little  quick  peals, 
hke  the  laughter  of  a  very  young  child. 

*' Ah,  ah,  Nir-jalis  !"  she  exclaimed.  "  Thou 
dost  suffer  !  That  is  well ! .  .  I  do  rejoice  to  see 
thee  fighting  for  life  in  the  very  jaws  of  death  ! 
Fain  would  I  have  all  men  thus  tortured  out  of 

their  proud  and  tyrannous  existence  ! their 

strength  made  strengthless,  their  arrogance 
brought  to  nought,  their  egotism  and  vain-glory 
beaten  to  the  dust !  Ah,  ah !  thou  that  wert  the 
complacent  braggart  of  love, — the  self-sufficient 
proclaimer  of  thine  own  prowess,  where  is  thy 
boasted  vigour  now  ?  . .  .Writhe  on,  good  fool  !  .  . 
thy  little  day  is  done  ! ...  All  honour  to  the  Silver 
Nectar  whose  venom  never  fails  !" 

Leaning  forward  eagerly,  she  clapped  her 
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hands  In  a  sort  of  fierce  ecstasy — and  apparently 
startled  by  the  sound,  the  tigress  rose  up  from 
its  couchant  posture,  and  shaking  Itself  with  a 
snarling  yawn,  glared  watchfully  at  the  con- 
vulsed human  wretch  whose  struggles  became 
with  each  moment  more  and  more  frightful  to 
witness.  The  Impassive  cold-blooded  calmness 
with  which  all  the  men  present,  even  Sah-luma, 
looked  on  at  the  revolting  spectacle  of  their 
late  comrade's  torture,  filled  Theos  with  shud- 
dering abhorrence,  ....  sick  at  heart,  he  strove 
to  turn  away  his  eyes  from  the  straining  throat 
and  upturned  face  of  the  miserable  Nir-jalis, — 
a  face  that  had  a  moment  or  two  before  been 
beautiful,  but  that  was  now  so  disfigured  as  to  be 
almost  beyond  recognition.  Presently  as  the 
anguish  of  the  poisoned  victim  Increased,  shriek 
after  shriek  broke  from  his  pallid  lips,  .  .  rolling 
himself  on  the  ground  like  a  wild  beast,  he  bit 
his  hands  and  arms  In  his  frenzy  till  he  was 
covered  with  blood,  . .  .  and  again  and  yet  again, 
the  dulcet  laughter  of  the  High  Priestess 
echoed  throus^h  the  leno^th  and  breadth  of  the 

o  o 

splendid  hall, — and  even  Sah-luma,  the  poet 
Sah-luma,  condescended  to  smile  !  That  smile, 
so  cold,  so  cruel,  so  unpltying,  made  Theos  for 
a  moment  hate  him,  .  .  of  what  use,  he  thought, 
was  it,  to  be  a  writer  of  soft  and  delicate  verse, 
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if  the  inner  nature  of  the  man  was  merciless, 
selfish,  and  utterly  regardless  of  the  woes  of 
others  ?..  .The  rest  of  the  guests  were  pro- 
foundly indifferent, — they  kept  silence,  it  is 
true, . .  .  but  they  went  on  drinking  their  wine 
with  perfectly  unabated  enjoyment, . . .  they  were 
evidently  accustomed  to  such  scenes.  The 
attendant  slaves  stood  all  mute  and  motionless, 
with  the  exception  of  Gazra,  who  surveyed  the 
torments  of  Nir-jalis  with  an  air  of  professional 
interest,  and  appeared  to  be  waiting  till  they 
should  have  reached  that  pitch  of  excruciating 
agony  when  Nature,  exhausted,  gives  up  the  con- 
flict and  welcomes  death  as  a  release  from  pain. 
But  this  desirable  end  was  not  yet.  Sud- 
denly springing  to  his  feet,  Nir-jalis  tore  open 
his  richly-jewelled  vest,  and  pressed  his  two 
hands  hard  upon  his  heart,  .  . .  the  veins  in  his 
flesh  were  swollen  and  blue, — his  laboured 
breath  seemed  as  though  it  must  break  his  ribs 
in  its  terrible  panting  struggle, — his  face,  livid 
and  lined  with  purple  marks  like  heavy  bruises, 
bore  not  a  single  trace  of  its  former  fairness, . . . 
and  his  eyes,  rolled  up  and  fixed  glassily  in 
their  quivering  sockets,  seemed  to  be  dreadfully 
filled  with  the  speechless  memory  of  his  lately- 
spoken  curse.  He  staggered  towards  Theos, 
and  dropped  heavily  on  his  knees, .... 
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"  Kill  me  !  "  he  moaned  piteously,  feebly 
pointing  to  the  sheathed  dagger  in  the  other's 
belt.  '*  In  mercy  ! .  .  Kill  me  ! . .  One  thrust ! . . . 
release  me  ! . .  this  agony  is  more  than  I  can 
bear, . . .  Kill . .  .  Kill ....!" 

His  voice  died  away  in  an  inarticulate  gasping 
cry, — and  Theos  stared  down  upon  him  in  dizzy 
fear  and  horror  !  For  .  . .  he  had  seen  this  same 
Nir-jdlis  dying  thus  cruelly  before!  Oh  God  ! . . . 
where, — where  had  this  tragedy  been  previously 
enacted  ?  Bewildered  and  overcome  with  un- 
speakable dread,  he  drew  his  dagger — he  would 
at  least,  he  thought,  put  the  tortured  sufferer 
out  of  his  misery, .  .  .  but  scarcely  had  his 
weapon  left  the  sheath,  when  Lysia's  clear  cold 
voice  exclaimed — 

''Disarm  him  !  "  and  with  the  silent  rapidity  of 
a  lightning-flash,  Gazrk  glided  to  his  side,  and 
the  steel  was  snatched  from  his  hand.  Full  of 
outraged  pride  and  wrath,  he  sprang  up,  a 
torrent  of  words  rushing  to  his  lips,  but  before 
he  could  utter  one,  two  slaves  pounced  upon 
him,  and  holding  his  arms,  dexterously  wound  a 
silk  scarf  tight  about  his  mouth. 

"  Be  silent !  "  whispered  some  one  in  his 
ear, — '*As  you  value  your  life  and  the  life  of 
Sah-liima, — be  silent  !  " 

But  he  cared  nothing  for  this  warning,  . .  reck- 
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less  of  consequences,  he  tore  the  scarf  away 
and  breaking  loose  from  the  hands  that  held 
him,  made  a  bound  towards  Lysia,  .  .  .  there  he 
paused.  Her  eyes  met  his  languidly,  shedding 
a  sombre  mysterious  light  upon  him  through 
the  black  shower  of  her  abundant  hair, .  . .  the  evil 
glitter  of  the  great  Symbolic  Gem  she  wore,  fixed 
him  with  its  stony  yet  mesmeric  lustre,  .  .  a 
delicious  smile  parted  her  roseate  lips, — and 
breaking  off  a  magnolia-bud  from  the  cluster 
she  held,  she  kissed  and  gave  it  to  him.  .  . 

''  Be  at  peace,  good  Theos  ! "  she  said  in 
a  low  tender  tone,  ..."  Beware  of  taking  up 
arms  in  the  defence  of  the  unworthy,  ....  rather 
reserve  thy  courage  for  those  who  know  how 
best  to  reward  thy  service  !  " 

As  one  in  a  trance  he  took  the  flower 
she  offered, — its  fragrance,  subtle  and  sweet, 
seemed  to  steal  into  his  veins,  and  rob  his 
manhood  of  all  strength, . .  .  sinking  submis- 
sively at  her  feet  he  gazed  up  at  her  in  wonder- 
ing wistfulness  and  ardent  admiration, ....  never 
was  there  a  woman  so  bewilderingly  beautiful 
as  she  !  What  were  the  sufferings  of  Nir-jalis 
now  ?  .  .  what  was  anything  compared  to  the 
strangely  enervating  ecstasy  he  felt  In  letting 
his  eyes  dwell  fondly  on  the  fairness  of  her  face, 
the    whiteness   of  her    half-veiled   bosom,    the 
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delicate  sheeny  dazzle  of  her  polished  skin,  the 
soft  and  supple  curves  of  her  whole  exquisite 
form,.,  and  spell-bound  by  the  witchery  of  her 
loveliness,  he  almost  forgot  the  very  presence 
of  her  dying  victim.  Occasionally  Indeed,  he 
glanced  at  the  agonized  creature  where  he  lay 
huddled  on  the  ground  In  the  convulsive  throes 
of  his  dreadful  death-struggle, — but  it  was  now 
with  precisely  the  same  quiet  and  disdainful 
smile  as  that  for  which  he  had  momentarily 
hated  Sah-luma  !  There  was  a  sound  of  singing 
somewhere, — singing  that  had  a  mirthful  under- 
throbbing  In  It,  as  though  a  thousand  light-footed 
fairies  were  dancing  to  its  sweet  refrain  !     And 

Nir-jalls  heard  it! dying  inch  by  inch  as  he 

was,  he  heard  it,  and  with  a  last  superhuman 
effort  forced  himself  up  once  more  to  his  feet, . .  . 
his  arms  stiffly  outstretched, ....  his  anguished 
eyes  full  of  a  softened,  strangely  piteous  glory. 

"  To  die ! "  he   whispered   in    awed    accents 
that  penetrated  the  air  with  singular  clearness —  j 
"  To    die  ! .  .  .  nay .  .  .  not    so  ! .  .  .  There    is    no  ■ 

death!..  I  see  It  all! I  know! To   die 

is  to  live  !  .  .  to  live  again . .  and  to  remem- 
ber ...  to  remember, — and  repent,.,  the  past  I  " 

And  with  the  last  word  he  fell  heavily,  face 
forward,  a  corpse.  At  the  same  moment  a 
terrific  roar  resounded  through  the  dome,  and 
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the  tigress  Aizlf  sprang  stealthily  down  from 
the  dais,  and  pounced  upon  the  warm  lifeless 
body,  mounting  guard  over  it  in  an  ominously 
significant  attitude,  with  glistening  eyes,  lashing 
tail  and  nervously  quivering  claws.  A  slight 
thrill  of  horror  ran  through  the  company,  but 
not  a  man  moved. 

*'Aizif! — Aizif!"  called  Lysia  Imperiously. 

The  animal  looked  round  with  an  angFy 
snarl,  and  seemed  for  once  disposed  to  disobey 
the  summons  of  its  mistress.  She  therefore 
rose  from  her  throne,  and  stepping  forward 
with  a  swift  agile  grace,  caught  the  savage 
beast  by  the  neck,  and  dragged  it  from  its 
desired  prey.  Then,  with  the  point  of  her 
little  silver-sandalled  foot,  she  turned  the  fallen 
face  of  the  dead  man  slightly  round,  so  that  she 
might  observe  it  more  attentively,  and  noting 
its  livid  disfigurement,  smiled. 

''  So  much  for  the  beauty  and  dignity  of 
manhood !  "  she  said  with  a  contemptuous 
shrug  of  her  snowy  shoulders, — "All  perished 
in  the  space  of  a  few  brief  moments !  Look 
you,  ye  fair  sirs  that  take  pride  in  your  strength 
and  muscular  attainments ! .  .  .  Ye  shall  not  find 
in  all  Al-Kyris  a  fairer  face  or  more  nobly-knit 
frame  than  was  possessed  by  this  dead  fool, 
Nir-jalis,  and  yet,  lo ! — how  the   Silver   Nectar 
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doth  make  havoc  on  the  sinews  of  adamant, 
the  nerves  of  steel,  the  stalwart  limbs !  Tried 
by  the  touchstone  of  Death,  ye  are,  with  all 
your  vaunted  intelligence,  your  domineering 
audacity  and  self-love,  no  better  than  the  slain 
dogs  that  serve  vultures  for  carrion! . . . — more- 
over ye  are  less  than  dogs  in  honesty,  and 
vastly  shamed  by  them  in  fidelity  !  " 

She  laughed  scornfully  as  she  spoke,  still 
grasping  the  tigress  by  the  neck  in  one  slight 
hand, — and  her  glorious  eyes  flashed  a  mocking 
defiance  on  all  the  men  assembled.  Their 
countenances  exhibited  various  expressions  of 
uneasiness  amounting  to  fear,  .  .  some  few  smiled 
forcedly,  others  feigned  a  careless  indifference,  .  . 
Sah-luma  flushed  an  angry  red,  and  Theos, 
though  he  knew  not  why,  felt  a  sudden  pricking 
sense  of  shame.  She  marked  all  these  signs 
of  disquietude  with  apparently  increasing 
amusement,  for  her  lovely  face  grew  warm 
and  radiant  with  suppressed  malicious  mirth. 
She  made  a  slight  imperative  gesture  of  com- 
mand to  Gazra,  who  at  once  approached, 
and,  bending  over  the  dead  Nir-jalis,  pro- 
ceeded to  strip  off  all  the  gold  clasps  and 
valuable  jewels  that  had  so  lavishly  adorned 
the  ill-fated  young  man's  attire, — then  beckon- 
ing   another   slave    nearly    as     tall    and  mus- 

76 


THE  LOVE  THAT  KILLS. 

cular  as  himself,  they  attached  to  the  neck 
and  feet  of  the  corpse,  round  leaden  bullet- 
shaped  weights,  fastened  by  means  of  heavy 
iron  chains.  This  done,  they  raised  the  body 
from  the  floor  and  carried  it  between  them  to 
the  central  and  largest  casement  of  all  that  stood 
open  to  the  midnight  air,  and  with  a  dexterous 
movement  flung  it  out  into  the  waters  of  the 
lake  beneath.  It  fell  with  a  sullen  splash,  the 
pale  lilies  on  the  surface  rocking  stormily  to 
and  fro  as  though  blown  by  a  gust  of  wind, 
while  great  circling  ripples  shone  softly  in  the 
yellow  gleam  of  the  moonlight,  as  the  dead 
man  sank  down,  down,  down  like  a  stone  into 
his  crystal-quiet   grave. 

Lysia  returned  to  her  throne  with  a  serene 
step  and  unruffled  brow,  followed  by  the  sulky 
and  disappointed  Aizif,  .  .  smiling  gently  on 
Theos  and  Sah-luma  she  re-seated  herself,  and 
touched  a  small  bell  at  her  side.  It  gave  a 
sharp  kling-klang  like  a  suddenly-struck  cymbal 
— and  lo  ! . .  the  marble  floor  yawned  asunder, 
and  the  banquet-table  with  all  its  costly  fruits 
and  flowers  vanished  underground  with  the  swift- 
ness of  lightning  !  The  floor  closed  again,  . .  the 
broad  circular  centre-space  of  the  hall  was  now 
clear  from  all  obstruction, — and  the  company  of 
revellers  roused  themselves  a  little  from  their 
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drowsy     postures    of    half-Inebriated    languor. 
The  singing  voices  that  had  stirred   NIr-jalls  to 
sudden    animation    even    In    his    dying    agony, 
sounded   nearer  and  nearer, — and  the  globe  of 
fire   over-head    changed    Its    hue    from  that  of 
crimson    to    a    delicate  pink.     At  the  extreme 
end  of  the  glittering  vista  of  pale-green   trans- 
parent columns,  a  door  suddenly  opened,  and  a 
flock  of  doves  came  speeding  forth,  their   white 
spread  wings  coloured  softly  In  the  clear  rose- 
radiance, — they  circled   round    and    round    the 
dome  three  times,  then  fluttered  in  a  palpitating 
arch  over  Lysia  s  head,  and  finally  sped  straight 
across    the  hall   to   the   other  end,   where  they 
streamed  snowily  through  another  aperture  and 
disappeared.     Still  nearer   rippled  the  sound  of 
singing, . .  .  and  all  at  once,  a  troop  of  girls  came 
dancing    noiselessly    as    fire-flies    into  the  full 
quivering  pinkness  of  the  jewel-like  light  that 
floated  about  them, . .  girls  as  lovely,  as  delicate, 
as  dainty  as  cyclamens  that  wave  in  the  woods 
In  the  early  days  of  an   Italian  spring.     Their 
garments    were    so    white,    so    transparent,    so 
filmy  and  clinging,  that  they  looked  like  elves 
robed   in  mountain-vapour   rather  than  human 
creatures, ....  there  were  fifty  of  them  In  all,  and 
as  they  tripped  forward,  they,  like  the  doves  that 
had  heralded  their  approach,  surrounded  Lysia 
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flutteringly,  saluting  her  with  gestures  of  ex- 
quisite grace  and  devout  humility,  while  she, 
enthroned  in  supreme  fairness,  with  her  tigress 
crouched  beside  her,  looked  down  on  them  like 
a  goddess  calmly  surveying  a  crowd  of  vestal 
worshippers.  Their  salutations  done,  they 
rushed  pell-mell  like  a  shower  of  white  rose- 
leaves  drifting  before  a  gale,  Into  the  exact 
centre  of  the  hall,  and  there  poising  bird-like, 
with  their  snowy  arms  upraised  as  though  about 
to  fly,  they  waited,....  their  lovely  faces  radiant 
with  laughter,  their  eyes  flashing  dangerous 
allurement,  their  limbs  glistening  like  polished 
alabaster  through  the  gauzy  attire  that  betrayed 
rather  than  concealed  their  exquisite  forms. 
Then  came  the  soft  pizzicato  of  pulled  strings, . . . 
and  a  tinkling  jangle  of  silver  bells  beating  out 
a  measured  languorous  rhythm, — and  with  one 
accord,  they  all  merged  together  in  the  vol- 
uptuous grace  of  a  dance  more  ravishing,  more 
wild  and  wondrous  than  ever  poet  pictured  in 
his  word -fantasies  of  fairy-land  !  Theos  drank 
In  the  intoxicating  delight  of  the  scene  with 
eager,  dazzled  eyes,  and  heavily  beating  heart, .  . 
the  mysterious  passion  of  mingled  love  and 
hatred  he  felt  for  Lysia  stole  over  him  more 
strongly  than  ever  in  the  sultry  air  of  this 
strange  night,  .  .  this  night  of  sweet  delirium,  in 
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which  all  that  was  most  dangerous  and  erring 
In  his  nature  woke  Into  life  and  mastered  his 
better  will !  A  curious  instinctive  knowledo^e 
swept  across  his  mind, — namely  that  Sah-lumds 
emotions  were  the  fait  hf til  reflex  of  his  own, — but 
as  he  had  felt  no  anger  against  his  rival  in  fame, 
so  now  he  had  no  jealousy  of  his  possible  rival 
in  love.  Their  sympathies  were  too  closely 
united  for  distrust  to  mar  the  friendship  so 
ardently  begun,...  nevertheless  as  he  fell  resist- 
lessly  deeper  and  deeper  Into  the  glittering 
snares  that  were  spread  for  his  destruction,  he 
was  conscious  of  evil  though  he  lacked  force  to 
overcome  it.  At  any  rate  he  would  save  Sah- 
luma  from  harm,  he  resolved,  if  he  could  not 
save  himself  !  Meantime  he  watched  the  bewil- 
dering evolutions,  and  witching  entanglements 
of  the  gliding  maze  of  fair  faces,  snowy  bosoms 
and  twining  limbs,  that  palpitated  to  and  fro 
under  the  soft  rose-light  of  the  dome  like  white 
flowers  coloured  by  the  sunset,  and,  glancing 
ever  and  again  at  Lysia's  imperial  sorceress- 
beauty,  he  thought  dreamily  .  .  .  *'  Better  the  love 
that  kills  than  no  love  at  all ! "  And  he  there- 
upon gave  himself  up  a  voluntary  captive  to  the 
sway  of  his  own  passions,  determining  to  enjoy 
the  immediate  present,  no  matter  what  the 
future  might  have  in  store.     Outside,  the  water- 
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lilies  nodded  themselves  to  sleep  in  their 
shrouding  dark  leaves, .  .  .  and  the  unbroken 
smoothness  of  the  lake  spread  Itself  out  in  the 
moon  like  a  sheet  of  molten  gold  over  the  spot 
where  Nir-jalis  had  found  his  chilly  rest.  "  The 
curse  of  the  dead  Nir-jdlis  shall  cling  !''  Yes, — 
possibly  ! — In  the  hereafter  ! .  . .  .  but  now  his 
parting  malison  seemed   but   a  foolish  clamour 

against  destiny, ....  he  was  gone  ! none  of 

his  late  companions  missed  him,.,  none  regretted 
him, — like  all  dead  men,  once  dead,  he  was 
soon  forgotten  ! 
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A    STRANGE    TEMPTATION. 


On  went  the  dance,  .  .  faster,  faster,  and  ever 
faster !  Only  the  pen  ol  some  mirth-loving, 
rose-crowned  Greek  bard  could  adequately 
describe  the  dazzling  wild  beauty  and  fantastic 
grace  of  those  whirling  fairy  forms,  that  now 
inspired  to  a  bacchante-like  ardour,  urged  one 
another  to  fresh  speed  with  brief  soft  cries 
of  musical  rapture  !  Now  advancing, — now 
retreatincr .  .  now  interminoflinof  all  together  in  an 
undulating  garland  of  living  loveliness,... — now 
parting  asunder  with  an  air  of  sweet  coquettish- 
ness  and  caprice, .  .  . — anon  meeting  again,  and 
windino^  arm  within  arm, — till  bendinor  forward  in 
attitudes  of  the  tenderest  entreaty,  they  seemed, 
with  their  languid  praying  eyes  and  clasped 
hands,  to  be  waiting  for  Love  to  soothe  the 
breathless  sweetness   of  their  parted   lips  with 
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kisses  !  The  light  in  the  dome  again  changed 
its  hue, — from  pale  rose-pink  it  flickered  to 
delicate  amber-green,  flooding  the  floor  with  a 
radiance  as  of  watery  moonbeams,  and  softening 
the  daintily  draped  outlines  of  that  exquisite 
group  of  human  blossoms,  till  they  looked  like 
the  dimly  imagined  shapes  of  Nereids  floating 
on  the  glistening  width  of  the   sea. 

And  now  the  extreme  end  of  the  vast  hall  began 
to  waver  to  and  fro  as  though  shaken  at  its  foun- 
dation by  subterranean  forces, — a  flaring  shaft 
of  flame  struck  through  it  like  the  sweeping 
blade  of  a  Titan's  sword, — and  presently  with  a 
thunderous  noise  the  whole  wall  split  asunder, 
and  recoiling  backwards  on  either  side,  disclosed 
a  garden,  golden  with  the  sleepy  glory  of  the  late 
moon,  and  peacefully  fair  in  all  the  dreamy  attrac- 
tiveness of  drooping  foliage,  soft  turf,  and  star- 
sprinkled  violet  sky.  In  full  view,  and  lit  up 
by  the  reflected  radiance  flung  out  from  the 
dome,  a  rushing  waterfall  made  sonorous  surgy 
music  of  its  own  as  it  tumbled  headlong  into  a 
rocky  recess  overgrown  with  lotus-lilies  and 
plumy  fern, — here  and  there,,  small  white  and 
gold  tents  or  pavilions  glimmered  invitingly 
through  the  shadows  cast  by  the  great  magnolia 
trees,  from  whose  lovely  half-shut  buds  balmy 
odours  crept  deliciously  through  the  warm  air. 
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The  sound  of  sweet  pipes  and  faintly-tinkling 
cymbals  echoed  from  distant  shady  nooks,  as 
though  elfin  shepherds  were  guarding  their 
fairy  flocks  in  some  hidden  corner  of  this 
ambrosial  pasturage,  and  ever  by  degrees  the 
light  grew  warmer  and  more  mellow  in  tint,  till 
it  resembled  the  deep  hue  of  an  autumn  yellow 
sunset,  flecked  through  with  emerald  haze. 

Another  clash  of  cymbals  ! .  .  this  time  stormlly 
persistent  and  convincing!...  another!...  yet  an- 
other ! .  . .  .  and  then,  a  chime  of  bells, — a  steady 
ringing  persuasive  chime,  such  as  brings  tears 
to  the  eyes  of  many  a  wanderer,  who  hearing 
a  similar  sound  when  far  away  from  home, 
straightway  thinks  of  the  village  church  of  his 
earlier  years,  .  .  those  years  of  the  best  happiness 
we  ever  know  on  earth,  because  we  enjoy  in 
them  the  bliss  of  ignorance,  the  glory  of  youth  ! 
A  curious  stifling  sensation  began  to  oppress 
Theos's  heart  as  he  listened  to  those  bells, .  . 
they  reminded  him  of  such  strange  things, . . . 
things  to  which  he  could  not  give  a  name, — 
things  foolish,  yet  sweet,  .  .  odd  suggestions  of 
fair  women  who  were  wont  to  pray  for  those 
they  loved,  and  who  believed, .  .  alas,  the  pity  of 
it  I — that  their  prayers  would  be  heard  .  .  .  and 
granted  !  What  was  it  that  these  dear  loving 
credulous  ones  said,  when,  in  the  silence  of  the 
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night  they  offered  up  their  patient  supplications 
to  an  irresponsive    Heaven  ?     "  Lead  us  not, 

INTO  TEMPTATION,   BUT  DELIVER  US  FROM    EVIL  !  " 

Yes  ! .  .  he  remembered, — those  were  the  words, 
— the  simple-wise  words  that  for  positive-prac- 
tical minds  had  neither  meaning  nor  reason, — 
and  that  yet  were  so  infinitely  pathetic  in 
their  perfect  humility  and  absolute  trust ! 

''  Lead  us  not  into  temptation  !"  .  .  .  He 
murmured  the  phrase  under  his  breath  as  he 
gazed  with  straining  eyes  out  into  the  languorous 
beauty  of  that  garden-scene  that  spread  its  dewy- 
emerald  glamour  before  him, — and — ''  deliver  us 
from  evil  !  "  broke  from  his  lips  in  a  half  sobbing 
sigh,  as  the  peal  of  the  chiming  bells  softened 
by  degrees  into  a  subdued  tunefulness  of  in- 
distinct and  tremulous  semi-tones,  and  the 
clarion-clearness  of  the  cymbals  again  smote 
the  still  air  with  forceful  and  jarring  clangour. 
Then like  a  rainbow-garmented  Peri  float- 
ing easefully  out  of  some  far-off  sphere  of  sky- 
wonders, — an  aerial  Maiden-Shape  glided  into 
the  full  lustre  of  the  varying  light, — a  dancer, 
nude  save  for  the  pearly-glistening  veil  that  was 
carelessly  cast  about  her  dainty  limibs,  her 
white  arms  and  delicate  ankles  being  adorned 
with  circlets  of  tiny  golden  bells,  which  kept  up 
a  melodious  jingle-jangle  as  she  moved.     And 
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now  began  the  strangest  music, — music  that 
seemed  to  hover  capriciously  between  luscious 
melody  and  harsh  discord, — a  wild  and  curious 
medley  of  fantastic  minor  suggestions  in  which 
the  imaginative  soul  might  discover  hints 
of  tears  and  folly,  love  and  madness. 
To  this  uncertain  yet  voluptuous  measure 
the  glittering  girl-dancer  leaped  forward  with  a 
startlingly  beautiful  abruptness, — and  halting,  as 
it  were,  on  the  boundary-line  between  the  dome 
and  the  garden  beyond,  raised  her  rounded 
arms  in  a  snowy  arch  above  her  head,  and  so 
lor  one  brief  instant,  looked  like  an  exquisite 
angel  ready  to  soar  upward  to  her  native  realm. 
Her  pause  was  a  mere  breathing  space  in  dura- 
tion, . . .  dropping  her  arms  again  with  a  swift  de- 
cision that  set  all  the  little  bells  on  them  clashing 
stormily,  she  straightway  hurled  herself,  so  to 
speak,  into  the  giddy  paces  of  a  dance  that  was 
more  like  an  enigma  than  an  exercise.  Round 
and  round  she  floated  wildly,  like  an  opal-winged 
butterfly  in  a  net  of  sunbeams, — now  seemingly 
shaken  by  delicate  tremors  as  aspen  leaves  are 
shaken  by  the  faintest  wind,  .  .  now  assuming  the 
most  voluptuous  eccentricities  of  posture,  .  . 
sometimes  bending  wistfully  towards  the  velvet 
turf  on  which  she  trod,  as  though  she  listened  to 
the  chanting  of  demon  voices  underground,... 
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and  again,  with  her  waving  white  hands,  appear- 
ing to  summon  spirits  downward  from  their  wan- 
derings in  upper  air.  Her  figure  was  in  perfect 
harmony  with  the  seductive  grace  of  her 
gestures, — not  only  her  twinkHng  feet,  but  her 
whole  body  danced, — her  very  features  bespoke 
entire  abandonment  to  the  frenzy  of  rapid 
movement, — her  large  black  eyes  flashed  with 
something  of  fierceness  as  well  as  languor  ;  her 
raven  hair  streamed  behind  her  like  a  dark 
spread  wing, .  .  her  parted  lips  pouted  and 
quivered  with  excitement  and  ardour,  while 
ever  and  anon  she  turned  her  beautiful  head 
towards  the  eagerly-attentive  group  of  revellers 
who  watched  her  performance,  with  an  air  of 
indescribable  sweetness,  malice  and  mockery. 
Again  and  again  she  whirled, — she  flew,  she 
sprang, — and  wild  cries  of  ''Hail,  Nelida!" 
"  Triumph  to  Nelida  !  "  resounded  uproariously 
through  the  dome.  Suddenly  the  character  of 
the  music  changed, .  .  .  from  an  appealing  mur- 
murous complaint  and  persuasion,  it  rose  to  a 
martial  and  almost  menacing  fervour  ;  the  roll 
of  drums  and  the  shrill  reedy  warbling  of  pipes 
and  other  fluty  minstrelsy  crossed  the  silvery 
thread  of  strung  harps  and  viols,  .  .  .  the  light 
from  the  fiery  globe  shot  forth  a  new  effulgence, 
this  time  in  two  broad  rays,  one  a  dazzling  pale 
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azure,  the  other  a  clear  pearly  white.  Nellda's 
graceful  movements  grew  slower  and  slower, 
till  she  merely  seemed  to  sway  indolently  to  and 
fro  like  a  mermaid  rocking  herself  to  sleep  on  the 
summit  of  a  wave,  .  .  .  and  then, — from  among 
the  veiling  shadows  of  the  trees,  there  stepped 
forth  a  man, — beautiful  as  a  sculptured  god,  of 
magnificently  moulded  form  and  noble  stature, 
clothed  from  chest  to  knee  in  a  close  fitting 
garb  of  what  seemed  to  be  a  thick  network  of 
massively  linked  gold.  His  dark  hair  was 
crowned  with  ivy,  and  at  his  belt  gleamed  an 
unsheathed  dagger.  Slowly  and  with  courtly 
grace  he  approached  the  panting  Nelida,  who 
now,  with  half-closed  eyes  and  slackening  steps, 
looked  as  though  she  were  drowsily  footing  her 
way  into  dreamland.  He  touched  her  snowy 
shoulder, — she  started  with  an  inimitable  gesture 
of  surprise, ....  a  smile,  brilliant  as  morning, 
dawned  on  her  face,  —  withdrawing  herself 
slightly,  she  assumed  an  air  of  haughtily  sweet 
disdain  and  refusal, .  .  .  then  capriciously  relent- 
ing, she  gave  him  her  hand,  and  in  another 
instant,  to  the  sound  of  a  joyous  melody  that 
seemed  to  tumble  through  the  air  as  billows 
tumble  on  the  beach,  the  dazzling  pair  whirled 
away  in  a  giddy  waltz,  like  two  bright  flames 
blown  suddenly   together  by    the    wind.        No 
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language  could  give  an  adequate  idea  of  the 
marvellous  bewitchment  and  beauty  of  their 
united  movements,  as  they  flew  over  the  dark 
smooth  turf,  with  the  flower-laden  trees  droop- 
ing dewily  about  them,  and  the  yellow  moon- 
beams like  melted  amber  beneath  their  noiseless 
feet,  .  .  .  while  the  pale  sapphire  and  white  radia- 
tions from  the  dome,sparklingupon  them  aureole- 
wise,  gave  them  the  appearance  of  glittering  birds 
circling  through  a  limitless  space  of  luminous 
and  never-clouded  ether.  On,  on  !  .  .  .  and  they 
scarcely  touched  the  earth  as  they  spun  dizzily 
round  and  round,  their  gracefully  entwined 
limbs  shining  like  polished  ivory  in  the  light,.  . .  . 
on,  on ! — with  ever-increasing  swiftness  they 
sped,  till  their  two  forms  seemed  to  merge 
into  one, . .  .  when,  as  though  oppressed  by  their 
own  abandonment  of  joy  they  paused  hover- 
ingly,  their  embracing  arms  closing  round  one 
another,  their  lips  almost  touching,  .  .  their 
eyes  reflecting  each  other's  ardent  looks,  .  .  . 
then,  .  .  their  figures  grew  less  and  less  distinct, 
.  .  .  they  appeared  to  melt  mysteriously  into 
the  azure,  pearly  light  that  surrounded  them, 
and  finally,  like  faint  clouds  fading  on  the  edge 
of  a  sea-horizon,  they  vanished  !  The  effect 
of  this  brief  voluptuous  dance,  and  its  equally 
voluptuous    end,    was    simply    indescribable, — 
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the  young  men  who  had  watched  it  through 
in  silence  and  flushed  ecstasy,  now  sprang 
from  their  couches  with  shouts  of  rapture  and 
unrestrained  excitement,  and  seizing  the  other 
dancing-maidens  who  had  till  now  remained 
in  clustered  half-hidden  groups  behind  the 
crystalline  columns  of  the  hall,  whirled  them 
off  into  the  inviting  pleasaunce  beyond  where 
the  little  white  and  gold  pavilions  peeped 
through  the  heavy  foliage, — and  before  Theos, 
in  the  picturesque  hurry  and  confusion  of  the 
scene,  could  quite  realize  what  had  happened, 
the  great  globe  in  the  dome  was  suddenly 
extinguished,  ...  a  firm  hand  closed  imperi- 
ously on  his  own,  and  he  was  drawn  along 
swifdy,  he  knew  not  whither! 

A  slight  tremor  shook  him  as  he  discovered  that 
Sah-luma  was  no  longer  by  his  side  ....  the 
friend  whom  he  so  ardently  desired  to  protect 
had  gone, — and  he  could  not  tell  where.  He 
glanced  about  him, — in  the  semi-obscurity  he 
was  able  to  discern  the  sheen  of  the  lake 
with  its  white  burden  of  water-lilies,  and  the 
branchy  outlines  of  the  moonlit  garden,  .  . 
and  .  .  yes ! — it  was  Lysia  whose  grasp  lay  so 
warmly  on  his  arm,  .  .  .  Lysia  whose  lovely 
tempting  face  was  so  perilously  near  his  own, 
— Lysia  whose  smile  coloured  the  soft  gloom 
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with  such  alluring  lustre  !  .  .  .  His  heart  beat, — 
his  blood  burned, — he  strove  in  vain  to  imagine 
what  fate  was  now  in  store  for  him.  He  was 
conscious  of  the  beauty  of  the  night  that  spread 
its  star-embroidered  splendours  about  him, — 
conscious  too  of  the  vital  youth  and  passion 
that  throbbed  amorously  in  his  veins,  endowing 
him  with  that  keenly-sweet  headstrong  rapture 
which  is  said  to  come  but  once  in  a  life-time, 
and  which  in  the  very  excess  of  its  fond  folly 
is  too  often  apt  to  bring  sorrow  and  endless  re- 
morse in  its  train.  One  moment  more,  and 
he  found  himself  in  an  exquisitely  adorned 
pavilion  of  painted  silk,  faintly  lit  by  one  lamp 
of  tenderest  rose  lustre,  and  carpeted  with 
gold-spangled  tissue.  It  was  surrounded  by 
a  thicket  of  orange  trees  in  full  bloom,  and  the 
fragrance  of  the  waxen-white  flowers  clung 
heavily  to  the  air,  breathing  forth  delicate 
suggestions  of  languor  and  sleep.  The 
measured  rush  of  the  near  w^aterfall  alone 
disturbed  the  deep  silence,  with  now  and  then 
the  subdued  and  plaintive  trill  of  a  nightingale 
soothing  itself  to  rest  with  its  own  song  in  some 
deep-shadowed  copse.  Here,  on  a  couch  of 
heaped-up  stemless  roses,  such  as  might  have 
been  prepared  for  the  repose  of  Titania,  Lysia 
seated    herself,   while    Theos    stood    gazing   at 
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her  in  fascinated  wonderment  and  gradually- 
increasing  masterfulness  of  passion.  She 
looked  lovelier  than  ever  in  that  dim  soft 
mingled  light  of  rosy  lamp  and  silver  moon- 
beams,— her  smile  was  no  longer  cold  but 
warmly  sweet, — her  eyes  had  lost  their  mocking 
glitter,  and  swam  in  a  soft  languor  that  was 
strangely  bewitching, — even  the  Orbed  Symbol 
on  her  white  bosom  seemed  for  once  to  drowse. 
Her  lips  parted  in  a  faint  sigh, — a  glance 
like  fire  flashed  from  beneath  her  black  silken 
lashes,  .... 

"Theos!"  she  said  tremulously.  "Theos!" 
and  waited. 

He,  mute  and  oppressed  by  indistinct  hover- 
ing recollections,  fed  his  gaze  on  her  seductive 
fairness  for  one  earnest  moment  longer, — then 
suddenly  advancing  he  knelt  before  her,  and 
took  her  unresistinor  hands  in  his. 

"Lysia!" — and  his  voice,  ev^en  to  his  own 
ears  had  a  solemn  as  well  as  passionate  thrill, — 
"  Lysia,  what  wouldst  thou  have  with  me  ? 
Speak ! .  .  for  my  heart  aches  with  a  burden  of 
dark  memories, — memories  conjured  up  by  the 
wizard  spell  of  thine  eyes, — those  eyes  so  cruel- 
sweet  that  seem  to  lure  me  to  my  soul's  ruin  ! 
Tell  me  —  have  we  not  met  before  ?  .  .  loved 
before  ? .  .  wronged  each  other  and  God  before  ? . . 
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parted  before  ?  .  .  Maybe  'tis  but  a  brainsick- 
fancy, — nevertheless  my  spirit  knows  thee, — 
feels  thee, — clings  to  thee, — and  yet  recoils  from 
thee  as  one  whom  I  did  love  In  by-gone  days  of 
old  !  My  thoughts  of  thee  are  strange,  fair  Lysia  1" 
— and  he  pressed  her  warm  delicate  fingers  with 
unconscious  fierceness, — "  I  would  have  sworn 
that  In  the  Past  thou  didst  betray  me !" 

Her  low  laugh  stirred  the  silence  Into  a  faint 
tuneful  echo. 

"  Thou  foolish  dreamer!"  she  murmured  half 
mockingly,  half  tenderly  .  .  *'  Thou  art  dazed 
with  wine,  steeped  in  song,  bewitched  with 
beauty,  and  knowest  nothing  of  what  thou 
sayest  !  Methinks  thou  art  a  crazed  poet,  and 
more  fervid  than  Sah-luma  in  the  mystic 
nature  of  thine  utterance, — thou  shouldst  be 
Laureate,  not  he !  What  if  thou  wert  offered 
his  place  ?  .  .  his  Fame  ?" 

He  looked  at  her,  surprised  and  perplexed, 
and  paused  an  instant  before  replying.  Then 
he  said  slowly — 

'*  So  strange  a  thing  could  never  be  ...  .  for 
Sah-luma's  place  once  empty,  could  not  again  be 
filled!  I  grudge  him  not  his  glory- laurels, — 
moreover,  .  .  what  is  Fame  compared  to  Love  !" 
He  uttered  the  last  words  In  a  low  tone  as 
though  he  spoke  them  to  himself, ...  she  heard, 
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— and  a  flash  of  triumph  brightened  her  beautlfid 
face. 

"  Ah  !  .  .  .  "  and  she  drooped  her  head  lower 
and  lower  till  her  dark  fragrant  tresses  touched 
his  brow  .  .     ''  Then,  .  .  .  thou  dost  love  me  ?" 

He  started.  A  dull  pang  ached  in  his 
heart, — a  chill  of  vague  uncertainty  and  dread. 
Love  ! .  .  .  was  it  love  indeed  that  he  felt  ? .  .  . 
love,  .  .  or  .  .  base  desire  ?  Love  !  .  .  .  The 
word  rang  in  his  ears  with  the  same  sacred  sug- 
gestiveness  as  that  conveyed  by  the  chime  of 
bells, — surely,  Love  was  a  holy  thing,  .  .  a  pas- 
sion pure,  impersonal,  divine  and  deathless, — 
and  it  seemed  to  him  that  somewhere  it  had 
been  written  or  said  .  .  .  .  "  Wheresoever  a  man 
seeketh  himself,  there  he  falleth  from  Love^ 
And  he,  .  .  did  he  not  seek  himself,  and  the  grati- 
fication of  his  own  immediate  pleasure  ?  Pain- 
fully   he    considered, it   was    a  supreme 

moment  with  him, —  a  moment  when  he  felt 
himself  to  be  positively  held  within  the  grasp  of 
some  great  Archangel,  who,  turning  grandly 
reproachful  eyes  upon  him  demanded  .  . 

"Art  thou  the  Servant  of  Love  or  the  Slave 
of  Self?"  And  while  he  remained  silent,  the 
silken  sweet  voice  of  the  fairest  woman  he  had 
ever  seen,  once  more  sent  its  musical  cadence 
through  his  brain  in  that  fateful  question .... 
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"  Thou  dost  love  me  ?" 

A  deep  sigh  broke  from  him,.  ...  he  moved 
nearer  to  her,  ...  he  entwined  her  warm  waist 
with  his  arms,  and  stared  upon  her  as  though 
he  drank  her  beauty  in  with  his  eyes.  Up  to 
the  crowning  masses  of  her  dusky  hair  where 
the  Httle  serpents'  heads  darted  forth  gHsten- 
ingly, — over  the  dainty  curve  of  her  white 
shoulders  and  bosom  where  the  Symbolic  Eye 
seemed  to  regard  him  with  a  sleepy  weirdness, — • 
down  to  the  blue-veined  small  feet  in  the  silvery 
sandals,  and  up  again  to  the  red  witchery  of 
her  mouth  and  black  splendour  of  those  twin 
fire-jewels  that  flashed  beneath  her  heavy  lashes 
— his  gaze  wandered  hungrily,  searchingly,  pas- 
sionately,— -his  heart  beat  with  a  loud  impatient 
eao^erness  like  a  wild  thinof  struorHinQf  in  its 
cage,  but  though  his  lips  moved,  he  said  no 
word, — she  too  was  silent.  So  passed  or 
seemed  to  pass  some  minutes, — minutes  that 
Avere  almost  terrible  in  the  weight  of  mysterious 
meaning  they  held  unuttered.  Then  with  a 
half  smothered  cry,  he  suddenly  released  her 
and  sprang  erect. 

'•  Love  !  "  he  cried,  ..."  Nay  ! — 'tis  a  word 
for  children  and  angels ! — not  for  me !  What 
have  I  to  do  with  love  ?  .  .  .  what  hast  thou  ? .  . 
thou,  Lysia,  who  dost  make  the  lives  of  men  thy 
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Sport  and  their  torments  thy  mockery !  There 
is  no  name  for  this  fever  that  consumes  me 
when  I  look  upon  thee,  ...  no  name  for  this 
unquiet  ravishment  that  draws  me  to  thee  in 
mingled  bliss  and  agony  !  If  I  must  perish  of 
mine  own  bitter-sweet  frenzy,  let  me  be  slain 
now  and  -most  utterly,  ....  but  Love  has  no 
abiding-place  'twixt  me  and  thee  Lysia !  .  . 
Love  ! .  .  ah,  no,  no  ! .  .  speak  no  more  of  love  . . 
it  hath  a  charmed  sound,  recalling  to  my  soul 
some  glory  I  have  lost !  " 

He  spoke  wildly,  incoherently,  scarcely 
knowing  what  he  said,  and  she,  half  lying  on 
her  couch  of  roses,  looked  at  him  curiously, 
with  sombre  meditative  eyes.  A  smile  of 
delicate  derision  parted  her  lips. 

"  Of  a  truth,  our  late  feasting  hath  roused  in 
thee  a  most  singular  delirium  !  "  she  murmured 
indolently  with  a  touch  of  cold  amusement  in  her 
accents — ''  Thou  dost  seem  to  dwell  in  the 
Past  rather  than  the  Present !  What  ails 
thee  ? .  .  Come  hither  —  closer  !  "  —  and  she 
stretched  out  her  lovely  arms  on  which  the 
twisted  diamond  snakes  glittered  in  such  flash- 
ing coils, — "  Come  ! .  .  or  is  thy  manful  guise 
mere  feigning,  and  dost  thou  fear  me  ?  " 

"  Fear  thee  !  " — and  stung  to  a  sudden  heat 
Theos  made  one  bound  to  her  side  and  seizing 
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her  slim  wrists,  held  them  in  a  vice-like  grip — 
''  So  little  do  I  fear  thee,  Lysia,  so  well  do  I 
know  thee,  that  in  my  very  caresses  I  would 
slay  thee,  couldst  thou  thus  be  slain  !  Thou 
art  to  me  the  living  presence  of  an  unforgot- 
ten  Sin, — a  sin  most  deadly  sweet  and  unre- 
pented  of,  ....  ah  !  why  dost  thou  tempt 
me  ! " — and  he  bent  over  her  more  ardently 
— "  Must  I  not  meet  my  death  at  thy 
hands  ? .  I  must, — and  more  than  death  ! — 
yet  for  thy  kiss  I  will  risk  hell, — for  one  em- 
brace of  thine  I  will  brave  perdition !  .  Ah, 
cruel  enchantress  !  "  —  and  winding  his  arms 
about  her,  he  drew  her  close  against  his  breast 
and  looked  down  on  the  dreamy  fairness  of  her 
face, — "  Would  there  were  such  a  thing  as 
Death  for  souls  like  mine  and  thine  !  Would 
we  might  die  most  absolutely  thus,  heart 
against  heart,  never  to  wake  again  and  loathe 
each  other  !  Who  speaks  of  the  cool  sweet- 
ness of  the  grave, — the  quiet  ending  of  all 
strife, — the  unbreaking  seal  of  Fate,  the  deep 
and  stirless  rest  ?  .  .  .  .  These  things  are  not, 
and  never  were,  .  .  for  the  grave  gives  up  its 
dead, — the  strife  is  for  ever  and  ever  resumed, 
— the  seal  is  broken,  and  in  all  the  labouring 
Universe  there  shall  be  found  no  rest,  and  no 
forgetfulness,  .  .  .  ah,  God !  .  .  no  forgetful- 
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ness !  "  A  shudder  ran  through  his  frame, — 
and  clasping  her  almost  roughly,  he  stooped 
towards  her  till  his  lips  nearly  touched  hers, .... 
"Thou  art  accursed,  Lysia, — and  I  share  thy 
curse  !  Speak — how  shall  we  cheer  each  other 
in  the  shadow-realm  of  fiends  ?  Thou  shalt 
be  Queen  there,  and  I  thy  servitor, — we  will 
make  us  merry  with  the  griefs  of  others, — 
our  music  shall  be  the  dropping  of  lost 
women's  tears,  and  the  groans  of  betrayed  and 
tortured  men, — and  the  light  around  us  shall  be 
quenchless  fire  !  Shall  it  not  be  so,  Lysia  ?  .  . 
and  thinkest  thou  that  we  shall  ever  regret 
the  loss  of  Heaven  ?  " 

The  words  rushed  impetuously  from  his  lips  ; 
he  thought  little,  and  cared  less  what  he  said,  so 
long  as  he  could,  by  speech,  no  matter  how  in- 
coherent, relieve  in  part,  the  terrible  oppression 
of  vague  memories  that  burdened  his  brain. 
But  she,  listening,  drew  herself  swiftly  from  his 
embrace  and  stood  up, — her  large  eyes  fixed  full 
upon  him  with  an  expression  of  wondering 
scorn  and  fear. 

"  Thou  art  mad  !  "  she  said,  a  quiver  of  alarm 
in  her  voice.  .  .  "  Mad  as  Khosrul,  and  all  his 
evil-croaking  brethren !  I  offer  thee  Love, — 
and  thou  pratest  of  Death, — life  is  here  in  all 
the  fulness  of  the  Now,  for  thy  delight,  and  thou 
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ravest  of  an  Immortal  Hereafter  which  is  not, 
and  can  never  be  !  Why  talk  thus  wildly  ?  .  .  . 
why  gaze  on  me  with  so  distraught  a  counten- 
ance ?  But  an  hour  agone,  thou  wert  the  model 
of  a  cold  discretion  and  quiet  valour, — thus  I 
had  judged  thee  worthy  of  my  favour — favour 
sought  by  many,  and  granted  to  few,  .  .  .  but 
an  thou  dost  wander  amid  such  chaotic  and 
unreasoning  fancies,  thou  canst  not  serve 
me, — nor  therefore  canst  thou  win  the  reward 
that  would  otherwise  have  awaited  thee."  .  .  . 

Here  she  paused, — a  questioning  keen 
under-glance.  flashed  from  beneath  her  dark 
lashes,  .  .  .  he,  however,  with  pained  wistful  eyes 
raised  steadfastly  to  hers,  gave  no  sign  of 
apology  or  contrition  for  the  disconnected 
strangeness  of  his  recent  outburst.  Only  he 
became  gradually  conscious  of  an  inward  grow- 
ing calm, — as  though  the  Divine  Voice  that  had 
once  soothed  the  angry  waves  of  Galilee,  were 
now  hushing  his  turbulent  emotions  with  a  soft 
''  Peace,  be  still  ! "  She  watched  him  closely,  .  . 
and  all  at  once  apparently  rendered  impatient  by 
his  impassive  attitude, shecamecoaxingly  towards 
him,  and  laid  one  soft  hand  on  his  shoulder. 

'*  Canst  thou  not  be  happy,  Theos  ? "  she 
whispered  gently — "  Happy  as  other  men  are, 
when  loved,  as  thou  art  loved  ? " 
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His  upturned  gaze  rested  on  the  glittering 
serpents'  heads  that  crowned  her  dusky  tresses, 
— then  on  the  great  Eye  that  stared  watchfully 
between  her  white  breasts.  A  strong  tremor 
shook  him,  and  he  sighed. 

"  Happy  as  other  men  are,  when  they  love 
and  are  deceived  in  love  !  " — he  said  .  .  "  Yes, 
even  so,  Lysia, — I  can  be  happy  !  " 

She  threw  one  arm  about  him.  ''  Thou 
shalt  not  be  deceived " — she  murmured 
quickly, — "  Thou  shalt  be  honoured  above 
the  noblest  in  the  realm,  .  .  thy  dearest  hopes 
shall  be  fulfilled,  .  .  thy  utmost  desires  shall 
be  granted, ....  riches,  power,  fame, — all  shall 
be  thine, — if  thoii  zvilt  do  77iy  bidding!'' 

She  uttered  the  last  words  with  slow  and 
meaning  emphasis.  He  met  her  eager  burn- 
ing looks  quietly,  almost  coldly, — the  curious 
numb  apathy  of  his  spirit  increased,  and  when  he 
spoke,  his  voice  was  low  and  faint  like  the  voice 
of  one  who  speaks  unconsciously  in  his  sleep. 

*'  What  canst  thou  ask  that  I  will  not 
grant  ?  "  he  said  listlessly.  .  .  "  Is  it  not  as  it 
was  in  the  old  time, — thou  to  command,  and 
1  to  obey  ? .  .  Speak,  fair  Queen  ! — how  can  I 
serve  thee  1 " 

Her  answer  came,  swift  and  fierce  as  the 
.hiss  of  a  snake. 
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''  Kill  Sah-linna  ! '' 

The  brief  sentence  leaped  into  his  brain 
with  the  swift  fiery  action  of  some  burning 
drug, — a  red  mist  rose  to  his  eyes, — pushing 
her  fiercely  from  him,  he  started  to  his  feet  in  a 
bewildered,  sick  horror.  Kill  Sah-liima  / .  .  .  Kill 
the  gracious  smiling,  happy  creature  whose 
every  minute  of  existence  was  a  joy, — kill  the 
friend  he  loved, — the  poet  he  worshipped  ! . . . . 
Kill  him  ! , . . .  ah,  God  ! . .  never  ! . .  never  ! . . .  He 
staggered  backward  dizzily, — and  Lysia  with  a 
sudden  stealthy  spring,  like  that  of  her  favourite 
tigress,  threw  herself  against  his  breast  and 
looked  up  at  him,  her  splendid  eyes  ablaze  with 
passion,  her  black  hair  streaming,  her  lips 
curved  in  a  cruel  smile,  and  the  hateful  Jewel 
on  her  breast  seeming  to  flash  with  a  ferocious 
vindictiveness. 

''  Kill  him  !  "  she  repeated  eagerly — ''  Now — 

in  his  sottish  slumber, — now  when  he  hath  lost 

sight  of  his  Poet-mission   in  the  hot   fumes  of 

wine, — now,  when,  despite  his  genius,  he  hath 

made  of  himself  a  thinor  lower  than  the  beasts  ! 

<_> 

Kill  him  ! .  . — I  will  keep  good  counsel,  and  none 
shall  ever  know  who  did  the  deed  !  He  loves 
me,  and   I    weary  of  his  love,  ...  I  would  have 

him  dead — dead  as  Nir-jalis  ! but  were  he  to 

drain  the  Silver  Nectar,  the  whole  city  would  cry 
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out  upon  me  for  his  loss, — therefore  he  may  not 
perish  so.  But  an'  thou  wilt  slay  him, .  .  see  ! " 
and  she  clung  to  Theos  with  the  fierce  tenacity 
of  some  wild  animal — "All  this  beauty  of  mine, 
is  thine  !  — thy  days  and  nights  shall  be  dreams 
of  rapture, — thou  shalt  be  second  to  none  in 
Al-Kyris, — thou  shalt  rule  with  me  over  King 
and  people, — and  we  will  make  the  land  a 
pleasure-garden  for  our  love  and  joy !  Here 
is  thy  weapon .  .  " — and  she  thrust  into  his 
hand  a  dagger, — the  very  dagger  her  slave 
Gazra  had  deprived  him  of,  when  by  its 
prompt  use  he  might  have  mercifully  ended 
the  cruel  torments  of  Nir-jalis, — "  Let  thy 
stroke  be  strong  and  unfaltering,  .  .  .  stab  him 
to  the  heart, — the  cold,  cold  selfish  heart  that 
has  never  ached  with  a  throb  of  pity  ! .  .  kill  him  ! 
— 'tis  an  easy  task, — for,  lo  !  how  fast  he  sleeps  !  " 
And  suddenly  throwing  back  a  rich  gold 
curtain  that  depended  from  one  side  of  the 
painted  pavilion,  she  disclosed  a  small  interior 
chamber  hung  with  amber  and  crimson,  where, 
on  a  low,  much-tumbled  couch  covered  with 
crumpled  glistening  draperies,  lay  the  King's 
Chief  Minstrel,' — the  dainty  darling  of  women, — ■ 
the  Laureate  of  the  realm,  sunk  in  a  heavy 
drunken  stupor,  so  deep  as  to  be  almost  death- 
like.    Theos  stared  upon  him  amazed  and  be- 
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wildered,  ....  how  came  he  there  ?  Had  he 
heard  any  of  the  conversation  that  had  just 
passed  between  Lysia  and  himself  ? .  .  .  Ap- 
parently not,  ...  he  seemed  bound  as  with 
chains  in  a  stirless  lethargy.  His  posture  was 
careless,  yet  uneasy, — his  brilliant  attire  was 
torn  and  otherwise  disordered, — and  some  of 
his  priceless  jewels  had  fallen  on  the  couch,  and 
gleamed  here  and  there  like  big  stray  dewdrops. 
His  face  was  deeply  flushed,  and  his  straight 
dark  brows  were  knit  frowninelv,  .  .  his  breath- 
ing  was  hurried  and  irregular, .  . .  one  arm  was 
thrown  above  his  head, — the  other  hung  down 
nervelessly,  the  relaxed  fingers  hovering  im- 
mediately above  a  costly  jewelled  cup  that  had 
dropped  from  his  clasp, — two  emptied  wine- 
flagons  lay  cast  on  the  ground  beside  him,  and 
he  had  evidently  experienced  the  discomfort 
and  feverous  heat  arising  from  intoxication,  for 
his  silken  vest  was  loosened  as  though  for 
greater  ease  and  coolness,  thus  leaving  the 
smooth  breadth  of  his  chest  bare  and  fully 
exposed.  To  this  Lysia  pointed  with  a  fiendish 
glee,  as  she  pulled  Theos  forward. 

*'  Strike  now  !  "  she  whispered  ..."  Quick  ! . . 
why  dost  thou  hesitate  ?  " 

He  looked  at  her  fixedly,  ....  the  previous 
hot  passion  he  had  felt  for  her  froze  like    ice 
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within  his  veins,  .  .  her  fairness  seemed  no  longer 
so  distinctly  fair,  .  .  the  witching  radiance  of  her 
eyes  had  lost  its  charm, . .  and  he  motioned  her 
from  him  with  a  silent  gesture  of  stern  repug- 
nance. Catching  sight  of  the  sheeny  glimmer 
of  the  lake  through  the  curtained  entrance  of 
the  tent,  he  made  a  sudden  spring  thither — 
dashed  aside  the  draperies,  and  flung  the  dagger 
he  held,  far  out  towards  the  watery  mirror.  It 
whirled  glittering  through  the  air,  and  fell  with 
a  quick  splash  into  the  silver-rippling  depths, — • 
and  gravely  contented,  he  turned  upon  her,  daunt- 
less and  serene  in  the  consciousness  of  power. 

"  Thus  do  I  obey  thee ! "  he  said  in  firm 
tones  that  thrilled  through  and  through  with 
scorn  and  indignation, — "  Thou  evil  Beauty!  .  . 
thou  fallen  Fairness !  .  .  .  Kill  Sah-luma  ?  .  .  , 
Nay,  sooner  would  I  kill  myself.,  or  thee! 
His  life  is  a  glory  to  the  world,  .  .  his  death 
shall  never  profit  thee  ! "  .  .  . 

For  one  instant  a  lurid  anger  blazed  in  her 
face, — the  next  her  features  hardened  them- 
selves into  a  rigidly  cold  expression  of  dis- 
dain, though  her  eyes  widened  with  wrathful 
wonder.     A  low  laugh  broke  from  her  lips. 

*'Ah!"  she  cried — "Art  thou  angel  or 
demon  that  thou  darest  defy  me  ?  Thou 
shouldst  be   either  or  both,  to  array  thyself  in 
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opposition  against  the  High  Priestess  of  Nagaya, 
whose  relentless  Will  hath  caused  empires  to 
totter  and  thrones  to  fall !  His  life  a  glory  to 
the  world  ?  .  .  "  and  she  pointed  to  Sah-luma's 
recumbent  figure  with  a  gesture  of  loathing  and 
contempt,  .  .  .  *'  His  ?  "  .  .  .  the  life  of  a  drunken 
voluptuary  ?  .  .  a  sensual  egotist  ?  .  .  a  poet  who 
sees  no  genius  save  his  own  and  who  condemns 
all  vice,  save  that  which  he  himself  indulges  in  ! 
A  laurelled  swine  !  .  .  a  false  god  of  art !  .  .  and 
for  him  thou  dost  reject  Me  !  .  .ah,  thou  fool !  " 
and  her  splendid  eyes  shot  forth  resentful  fire  .  . 
"  Thou  rash,  unthinking,  headstrong  fool !  thou 
knowest  not  what  thou  hast  lost !  Aye,  guard 
thy  friend  as  thou  wilt, — thou  dost  guard  him  at 
thine  own  peril ! .  .  .  think  not  that  he,  .  .  .  or 
thou,  .  .  .  shall  escape  my  vengeance  !  What ! — 
dost  thou  play  the  heroic  with  me  ?  .  .  thou 
who  art  Man,  and  therefore  no  hero  ?  .  .  .  For 
men  are  cowards  all,  except  when  in  the  heat  of 
battle  they  follow  the  pursuit  of  their  own  brief 
glory  ! poltroons  and  knaves  in  spirit,  in- 
capable of  resisting  their  own  passions  ! and 

wilt  thoic  pretend  to  be  stronger  than  the  rest  ?  .  . 
Wilt  thou  take  up  arms  against  thyself  and 
Destiny  ?  Thou  madman  ! " — and  her  lithe 
form  quivered  with  concentrated  rage — '*  Thou 
puny  wretch  that  dost  first  clutch  at,  and  then 
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refuse  my  love ! — thou  who  dost  oppose  thy 
miserable  force  to  the  Fate  that  hunts  thee 
down  !— thou  who  dost  gaze  at  me  with  such 
grave  child-foolish  eyes  ! .  .  Beware,  .  .  beware  of 
me  !  I  hate  thee  as  I  hate  all  men  !  .  ,  .  .  I  will 
humble  thee  as  I  have  humbled  the  proudest  of 
thy  sex  ! .  . — wheresoever  thou  goest  I  will  track 
thee  out  and  torture  thee  !  .  .  and  thou  shalt 
die — miserably,  lingeringly,  horribly, — as  I 
would   have   every   man   die  could   I   fulfil   my 

utmost  heart's  desire  !    To-nieht,  be  free! but 

to-morrow,  as  thou  livest,  I   will  claim  thee  !  " 

Like  an  enraged  Queen  she  stood, — one  white 
jewelled  arm  stretched  forth  menacingly, — her 
bosom  heaving,  and  her  face  aflame  with  wrath, 
but  Theos  leaning  against  Sah-luma's  couch, 
heard  her  with  as  much  impassiveness  as  though 
her  threateninof  voice  were  but  the  sound  of  an 
idle  wind.  Only,  when  she  ceased,  he  turned 
his  untroubled  gaze  calmly  and  full  upon  her, — 
and  then, — to  his  own  infinite  surprise  she 
shivered  and  shrank  backwards,  while  over  her 
countenance  flitted  a  vague,  undefinable,  almost 
spectral  expression  of  terror.  He  saw  it,  and 
swift  words  came  at  once  to  his  lips, — words 
that  uttered  themselves  without  premeditation. 

"  To-morrow,  Lysia,  thou  shalt  claim  no- 
thing !  "  he  said  in  a  still  composed  voice  that 
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to  himself  had  somethnig  strange  and  unearthly 
in  its  tone.  ..."  Not  even  a  grave  !  Get  thee 
hence !  . .  .  pray  to  thy  gods  if  thou  hast  any, — 
for  truly  there  is  need  of  prayer  !  Thou  shalt 
not  harm  Sah-luma,  .  .  his  love  for  thee  may 
be  his  present  curse, — but  it  shall  not  work  his 
future  ruin  !  As  for  me,  ....  thou  canst  not  slay 
me,  Lysia, — seeing  that  to  myself  I  am  dead 
already  ! .  .  .  dead,  yet  alive  in  thought, .  . .  and 
thou  dost  now  seem  to  my  soul  but  the  shadow 
of  a  past  Crime, ....  the  ghost  of  a  temptation 
overcome  and  baffled  !  Ah,  thou  sweet  Sin  !  " 
here  he  suddenly  moved  towards  her  and 
caught  her  hands  hard,  looking  fearlessly  the 
while  at  her  flushed  half-troubled  face, — "  I  do 
confess  that  I  have  loved  thee,  .  .  I  do  own 
that  I  have  found  thee  fair  !  . .  .  but  now — now 
that  I  see  thee  as  thou  art,  in  all  the  nameless 
horror  of  thy  beauty,  I  do  entreat,"  .  .  and  his 
accents  sank  to  a  low  yet  fervent  supplication — 
"  I  do  entreat  the  rnost  high  God  that  I  may  be 
released  from  thee  for  ever  !  " 

She  gazed  upon  him  with  dilated,  terrified 
eyes, ....  and  he  dimly  wondered,  as  he  looked, 
why  she  should  seem  to  fear  him  ? — Not  a  word 
did  she  utter  in  reply, .  .  step  by  step  she  re- 
treated from  him,  ....  her  glittering  exquisite 
form  grew   paler   and    more  indistinct    in   out- 
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line, — and  presently,  catching  at  the  gold 
curtain  that  divided  the  two  pavilions,  she 
paused,  .  .  still  regarding  him  steadfastly.  An 
evil  smile  curved  her  lips,  .  .  a  smile  of  cold 
menace  and  derisive  scorn,  .  .  .  the  iris-coloured 
Jewel  on  her  breast  darted  forth  vivid  flashes  of 
azure  and  green  and  grey,  .  .  the  snakes  in  her 
hair  seemed  to  rise  and  hiss  at  him,  .  .  and 
then, — with  an  awful  unspoken  threat  written 
resolvedly  on  every  line  of  her  fair  features,  . .  she 
let  the  gold  draperies  fall  softly, — and  so  dis- 
appeared, .  .  .  leaving  him  alone  with  Sah-luma ! 
He  stood  for  a  moment  half  amazed,  half 
perplexed, — then,  drawing  a  deep  breath,  he 
pushed  the  clustering  hair  off  his  forehead  with 
an  unconscious  gesture  of  relief.  She  was 
gone  !  .  .  and  he  felt  as  though  he  had  gained  a 
victory  over  something,  though  he  knew  not 
what.  The  cool  air  from  the  lake  blew  refresh- 
ingly on  his  heated  brow,  .  .  and  a  thousand 
odours  from  orange-flowers  and  jessamine 
floated  caressingly  about  him.  The  night  was 
very  still, — and  approaching  the  opening  of  the 
tent,  he  looked  out.  There,  in  the  soft  sky 
gloom,  moved  the  majestic  procession  of  the 
Undiscovered  Worlds,  seemine  to  be  no  more 
than  bright  dots  on  the  measureless  expanse  of 

pure  ether, there,  low  on  the  horizon,  the 
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yellow  moon  swooned  languidly  downwards  in 
a  bed  of  fleecy  cloud, — the  drowsy  chirrup  of  a 
dreaming  bird  came  sofdy  now  and  again  from 
the  deep-branched  shadows  of  the  heavy  foli- 
age,— and  the  lilies  on  the  surface  of  the  lake 
nodded  mysteriously  among  the  slow  ripples, 
like  wise  white  elves  whispering  to  one  another 
some  secret  of  fairyland.  And  Sah-luma  still 
slept,  .  .  and  still  that  puzzled  and  weary  frown 
darkened  the  fairness  of  his  broad  brow,  .  .  . 
and,  coming  back  to  his  side,  Theos  stood 
watching  him  with  a  yearning  and  sorrowful 
wistfulness.  Gathering  up  the  jewels  that  had 
fallen  out  of  his  dress,  he  replaced  them  one 
by  one, — and  strove  to  re-arrange  the  tossed 
and  tumbled  garb  as  best  he  might.  While  he 
was  thus  occupied,  his  hand  happened  to  touch 
the  tablet  that  hung  by  a  silver  chain  from  the 
Laureate's  belt, — he  glanced  at  it,  .  .  it  was 
covered  with  fine  writing,  and  turning  it  more 
towards  the  light,  he  soon  made  out  four 
stanzas,  perfectly  rhymed  and  smoothly  flowing 
as  a  well-modulated  harmony.  He  read  them 
slowly  with  a  faint  smile, — he  recognised  them 
as  his  own  ! — they  were  part  of  a  poem  he  had 
long  ago  begun,  yet  had  never  finished  !  And 
now  Sah-lurna  had  the  same  idea  ! .  .  moreover 
he    had    chosen    the    same    rhythm,   the   same 
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words  ! .  .  .  well !  .  .  after  all,  what  did  It  matter  ? 
Nothing,  he  felt,  so  far  as  he  was  concerned, — 
he  had  ceased  to  care  for  his  own  personality  or 
interests, — Sah-ltlma  had  become  dearer  to  hint 
than  himself ! 

His  immediate  anxiety  was  centred  in  the 
question  of  how  to  rouse  his  friend  from  the 
torpor  In  which  he  lay,  and  get  him  out  of  this 
voluptuous  garden  of  delights,  before  any  lurk- 
ing danger  could  overtake  him.  Full  of  this 
■intention,  he  presently  ventured  to  draw  aside 
the  curtain  that  concealed  Lysia's  pavilion,  .  . 
and  looking  in,  he  saw  to  his  great  relief,  that 
she  was  no  longer  there.  Her  couch  of  crushed 
roses  scented  the  place  with  heavy  fragrance, 
and  the  ruby  lamp  was  still  burning, .  .  but 
she  herself  had  departed.  Now  was  the  time 
for  escape  ! — thought  Theos — now, — while  she 
was  absent, — now,  if  Sah-luma  could  be  per- 
suaded to  come  away,  he  might  reach  his  own 
palace  in  safety,  and  once  there,  he  could  be 
warned  of  the  death  that  threatened  him  through 
the  treachery  of  the  woman  he  loved.  But 
would  he  believe  in,  or  accept  the  warning  ^. 
At  any  rate  some  effort  must  be  made  to 
rescue  him,  and  Theos  without  more  ado, 
bent  above  him  and  called  aloud  .  . 
*  Sah-luma  !  .  .  Wake  !     Sah-luma  ! '' 
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CHAPTER  X. 

THE    PASSAGE    OF    THE    TOMBS. 

Sah-l{jma  Stirred  uneasily  and  smiled  In  his 
sleep. 

*'  More  wine!"  he  muttered  thickly — 
''  More,  .  .  more  I  say !  What !  wilt  thou  stint 
the  generous  juice  that  warms  my  soul  to  song  ? 
Pour,  . . .  pour  out  lavishly  !  I  will  mix  the  honey 
of  thy  luscious  lips  with  the  crimson  bubbles  on 
this  goblet's  brim,  and  the  taste  thereof  shall  be 
as  nectar  dropped  from  paradise  !  Nay,  nay !  I 
will  drink  to  none  but  Myself, — to  the  immortal 
bard  Sah-luma, — Poet  of  poets, — named  first  and 
greatest  on  the  scroll  of  Fame  !  .  .  aye,  'tis  a 
worthy  toast  and  merits  a  deeper  draught  of 
mellow  vintage  !  Fill  ...  fill  again  ! — the  world 
is  but  the  drunken  dream  of  a  God-Poet 
•and  we  but  the  mad  revellers  of  a  shadow-day  ! 
'Twill  pass — 'twill  pass,  ...  let  us  enjoy  ere  all 
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is  done, — drown  thought  in  wine   and   love  and 
music,  .  .  .  wine  and  music  .  .  .  .  " 

His  voice  broke  in  a  short  smothered  sigh, — 
Theos  surveyed  him  with  mingled  impatience, 
pity  and  something  of  repulsion,  and  there  was 
a  warm  touch  of  indignant  remonstrance  in  his 
tone  when  he  called  again  .  .  . 

"  Sah-luma !  Rouse  thee,  man,  for  very 
sham.e's  sake !  Art  thou  dead  to  the  honour  of 
thy  calling,  that  thou  dost  wilfully  consent  to  be 
the  victim  of  wine-bibbing  and  debauchery  ? 
O  thou  frail  soul  !  how  hast  thou  quenched  the 
heavenly  essence  within  thee !  .  .  why  wilt  thou 
be  thus  self-disgraced  and  all  inglorious  ? 
Sah-luma  !  Sah-luma  !  " — and  he  shook  him 
violently  by  the  arm — "  Up, — up,  thou  truant  to 
the  faith  of  Art !  I  will  not  let  thee  drowse 
the  hours  away  in  such  unseemliness,  .  .  .  wake  ! 
for  the  night  is  almost  past, — the  morning  is  at 
hand,  and  danger  threatens  thee, — wouldst  thou 
be  found  here  drunk  at  sunrise  ? " 

This  time  Sah-luma  was  thoroughly  dis- 
turbed and  with  a  half-uttered  oath,  he  sat  up, 
pushed  his  tumbled  hair  from  his  brows,  and 
stared  at  his  companion  in  blinking,  sleepy 
wonderment. 

''  Now, by  my  soul!.,  thou  art  a  most  unmanner- 
ly ruffian !  "  he  said  pettishly,  yet  with  a  vacant 
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smile, — "what  question  didst  thou  bawl  un- 
musically In  mine  ear  ?  Will  I  be  drunk  at 
sunrise  ?  Aye  !  .  .  .  and  at  sunset  too,  Sir  Mala- 
pert, if  that  will  satisfy  thee !  Hast  thou  been 
grudged  sufficient  wine,  that  thou  dost  envy  me 
my  slumber  ?  What  doest  thou  here  ?  .  . . 
where  hast  thou  been  ?  "  .  .  and,  becoming  more 
conscious  of  his  surroundings  he  suddenly 
stood  up,  and  catching  hold  of  Theos  to  support 
himself,  gazed  upon  him  suspiciously  with  very 
dim  and  blood-shot  eyes  ..."  Art  thou  fresh 
from  the  arms  of  the  ravishing  Nellda  ? .  .  Is 
she  not  fair  ? .  .  a  choice  morsel  for  a  lover's 
banquet  ? .  .  .  Doth  she  not  dance  a  madness  into 
the  veins  ? .  .  .  aye,  aye  ! — she  was  reserved  for 
thee  my  jolly  roysterer !  but  thou  art  not  the 
first  nor  wilt  thou  be  the  last  that  hath  revelled 
in  her  store  of  charms  !  No  matter  !  " — and  he 
laughed  foolishly ..."  Better  a  wild  dancer  than 
a  tame  prude!"  Here  he  looked  about  him  in 
confused  bewilderment..  "Where  Is  L)sia  .-^ 
Was  she  not  here  a  moment  since  ? .  /'  and  he 
staggered  towards  the  neighbouring  pavilion, 
and  dashed  the  dividing  curtain  aside . . 
"  Lysia  !  .  .  Lysia  !  .  .  "  he  shouted  noisily, — -then, 
receivinij  no  answer,  he  flun^r  himself  down 
on  the  vacant  couch  of  roses,  and  gathering  up 
a  handful  of  the  crumpled  flowers,  kissed  them 
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passionately, —  "  The  witch  has  flown  !  "  he 
said,  laughing  again  that  mirthless  stupid  laugh 
as  he  spoke — "  She  doth  love  to  tantalize  me 
thus!..  Tell  me!  what  dost  thou  think  of 
her?  Is  she  not  a  peerless  moon  of  woman- 
hood ? .  .  doth  she  not  eclipse  all  known  or 
imaginable  beauty  ?  .  .  .  Aye  ! .  .  and  I  will  tell 
thee    a  secret, — she  is   mine ! — mine   from  the 

dark  tresses  down  to  the  dainty  feet ! mine, 

all  mine,  so  long  as  I  shall  please  to  call  her 
so  ! .  . — notwithstanding  that  the  foolish  people  of 
Al-Kyris  think  she  is  impervious  to  love,  self- 
centred,  holy  and  '  immaculate  ' !  Bah  !  .  .  as 
if  a  woman  ever  was  *  immaculate  ' !  But  mark 
you  ! .  .  though  she  loves  me, — me,  crowned 
Laureate  of  the  realm,  she  loves  no  other 
man !  And  why  ?  Because  no  other  man  is 
found  half  so  worthy  of  love  !  All  men  must 
love  her,  .  .  Nir-jalis  loved  her,  and  he  is  dead 
because  of  over-much  presumption, . .  and  many 
there  be  who  shall  still  die  likewise,  for  love  of 
her,  . .  but  /  am  her  chosen  and  elected  one, — 
her  faith  is  mine, — her  heart  is  mine, — her  very 
soul  is  mine ! — mine  I  would  swear  though  all 
the  gods  of  the  past,  present  and  future  denied 
her  constancy !  " 

Here  his  uncertain  wandering  gaze   met  the 
grave  pained  and  almost  stern  regard  of  Theos. 
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*'  Why  dost  thou  stare  thus  owl-hke  upon  me  ?  " 
— he  demanded  irritably .  .  "  Art  thou  not  my 
friend  and  worshipper  ?  Wilt  preach  ?  Wilt  mor- 
alize on  the  folly  of  the  time, — the  vices  of  the 
age  ?  Thou  lookest  it, — but  prithee  hold  thy 
peace  an  thou  lovest  me ! — we  can  but  live  and 
die  and  there's  an  end,  ....  all's  over  with  the 
best  and  wisest  of  us  soon, — let  us  be  merry 
while  we  may !" 

And  he  tossed  a  cluster  of  roses  playfully  in 
the  air,  catching  them  as  they  fell  again  in  a  soft 
shower  of  severed  fluttering  pink  and  white 
petals.  Theos  listened  to  his  rambling  un- 
guarded words  with  a  sense  of  acute  personal 
sorrow.  Here  was  a  man,  young,  handsome, 
and  endowed  with  the  rarest  gift  of  nature,  a 
great  poetic  genius, — a  man  who  had  attained 
in  early  manhood  the  highest  worldly  fame 
together  with  the  friendship  of  a  king,  and  the 
love  of  a  people,  .  .  yet  what  was  he  in  himself? 
A  mere  petty  Egoist,  ...  a  poor  deluded  fool, 
the  unresisting  prey  of  his  own  passions,  .  .  the 
besotted  slave  of  a  treacherous  woman  and  the 
voluntary  degrader  of  his  own  life  !  What  was 
the  use  of  Genius  then,  if  it  could  not  aid  one  to 
overcome  Self,  .  .  what  the  worth  of  Fame,  if  it 
were  not  made  to  serve  as  a  bright  incentive 
and  noble  example  to  others  of  less  renown  ? 
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As  this  thought  passed  across  his  mind,  Theos 
sighed,  ...  he  felt  curiously  conscience-stricken, 
ashamed  and  humiliated,  through  Sah-luma, 
and  solely  for  Sah-luma's  sake !  At  present 
however,  his  chief  anxiety  was  to  get  his  friend 
safely  out  of  Lysia's  pavilion  before  she  should 
return  to  it,  and  his  spirit  chafed  within  him  at 
each  moment  of  enforced    delay. 

"  Come,  come  Sah-luma ! "  he  said  at  last, 
gently,  yet  with  persuasive  earnestness  .. ''  Come 
away  from  this  place,  .  .  the  feast  is  over, — the 
fair  ones  are  gone,  .  .  .  why  should  we  linger  ? 
Thou  art  half-asleep, — believe  me  'tis  time  thou 

wert  home  and  at  rest.      Lean  upon   me, 

so  !  that  is  well  !  " — this,  as  the  other  rose  un- 
steadily to  his  feet  and  lurched  heavily  against 
him,  .  .  "  Now  let  me  guide  thee, — though  of  a 
truth  I  know  not  the  way  through  this  wondrous 
woodland  maze,  .  .  .  canst  tell  me  whither  we 
should  turn  ?  .  .  or  hast  thou  no  remembrance  of 
the  nearest  road  to  thine  own  dwelling  ?  " — 

Thus  speaking,  he  managed  to  lead  his 
stupefied  companion  out  of  the  tent  into  the  cool 
dewy  garden,  where,  feeling  somewhat  refreshed 
by  the  breath  of  the  nightwind  blowing  on  his 
face,  Sah-luma  straightened  himself,  and  made  an 
absurd  attempt  to  look  exceedingly  dignified. 

"  Nay  an   thou   wilt  depart   with  such  scant 
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ceremony" — he  grumbled  peevishly — "get  thee 
hence  and  find  out  the  road  as  best  thou 
mayest ! why  should  I  aid  thee  ?  For  my- 
self I  am  well  contented  here  to  remain  and 
sleep, — no  better  couch  can  the  Poet  have  than 
this  violet-scented  moss  " — and  he  waved  his 
arm  with  a  grandiloquent  gesture, —  "no 
grander  canopy  than  this  star-besprinkled 
heaven !  Leave  me, — for  my  eyes  are  won- 
drous heavy,  and  I  would  fain  slumber  un- 
disturbed till  the  break  of  day !  By  my  soul, 
thou  art  a  rough  companion ! .  .  "  and  he 
struggled  violently  to  release  himself  from 
Theos's  resolute  and  compelling  grasp  .  . 
"Where  wouldst  thou  drag  me?" 

"  Out  of  danger  and  the  shadow  of  death  !  " 
replied  Theos  firmly.  .  "  Thy  life  is  threatened, 
Sah-luma,  and  I  will  not  see  thee  slain!  If 
thou  canst  not  guard  thyself,  then  I  must  guard 
thee  ! .  .  Come,  delay  no  longer  I  beseech  thee  ! 
— do  I  not  love  thee,  friend  ? — and  would  I 
urge  thee  thus  without  good  reason  ?  O  thou 
misguided  soul !  thou  dost  most  ignorantly 
court  destruction,  but  if  my  strength  can  shield 
thee,  thou  shalt  not  die  before  thy  time!  " 

And  he  hurried  his  pace,  half  leading  half 
carrying  the  reluctant  poet,  who  however  was 
too  drowsy  and  lethargic  to  do  more  than  feebly 
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resent  his  action, — and  thus  they  went  together 
along  a  broad  path  that  seemed  to  extend  itself 
in  a  direct  line  straight  across  the  grounds, 
but  which  in  reality  turned  and  twisted  about 
through  all  manner  of  perplexing  nooks  and 
corners, — now  under  trees  so  closely  interwoven 
that  not  a  glimpse  of  sky  could  be  seen  through 
the  dense  darkness  of  the  crossed  bouehs, — 
now  by  gorgeous  banks  of  roses,  pale  yellow 
and  white,  that  looked  like  frozen  foam  in  the 
dying  glitter  of  the  moon, — now  beneath  fairy- 
light  trellis  work,  overgrown  with  jessamine,  and 
peopled  by  thousands  of  dancing  fire-flies, — 
while  at  every  undulating  bend  or  sharp  angle 
in  the  road,  Theos's  heart  beat  quickly  in  fear 
lest  they  should  meet  some  armed  retainer  or 
spy  of  Lysia's,  who  might  interrupt  their  pro- 
gress, or  perhaps  peremptorily  forbid  their 
departure.  Nothing  of  the  kind  happened,  or 
seemed  likely  to  happen, — the  splendid  gardens 
were  all  apparently  deserted, — and  not  a  living 
soul  was  anywhere  to  be  seen.  Presently 
through  an  archway  of  twisted  magnolia  stems, 
Theos  caught  a  glimpse  of  the  illuminated  pool 
with  the  marble  nymph  in  its  centre  which  had 
so  greatly  fascinated  him  on  his  first  arrival, — 
and  he  pressed  forward  eagerly,  knowing  that 
now  they  could   not  be  very  far  from  the  gates 
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of  exit.  All  at  once  the  tall  figure  of  a  man 
clad  in  complete  armour,  came  into  sudden  view 
between  some  heavily-drooping  boughs, — it 
stood  out  for  a  second,  and  then  hurriedly  dis- 
appeared, muffling  its  face  in  a  black  mantle  as 
it  fled.  Not  however  before  Theos  had  recog- 
nized those  dark  haughty  features,  those  relent- 
less brows  and  that  stern  almost  lurid  smile ! .  .  . 
and  with  a  quick  convulsive  movement  he 
grasped  his  companion's  arm. 

"  Hist,  Sah-luma  !  "  he  whispered  . .  .  ''  Saw 
you  not  the  King  ?  " 

Sah-luma  started  as  though  he  had  received 
a  dagger-thrust, . .  his  very  lips  turned  pale  in 
the  moonlight. 

"  The  King  ?  "  he  echoed,  with  an  accent  ot 
incredulous  amazement. .  .  .  ''  The  King  ?  . .  thou 
art  mad  ! . .  it  could  not  be  !  Where  didst  thou 
see  him  ?  " 

In  silence  Theos  pointed  to  the  dark  shrub- 
bery. Sah-luma  shook  himself  free  of  his 
friend's  hold,  and  standing  erect,  gazed  in  the 
direction  indicated,  with  an  expression  of  ming- 
led fear,  distrust,  bewilderment,  and  wrath  on 
his  features,  ...  he  was  suddenly  but  effectually 
sobered,  and  all  the  delicate  beauty  of  his 
face  came  back  like  the  rich  tone  of  a  fine 
picture    restored.       His   hand  fell   instinctively 
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towards  the  jewelled  hilt  of  the  poniard  at  his 
belt. 

'•The  King?"  he  muttered  under  his  breath,.. 
. .  The  King  ?  . .  .  Then  .  .  is  Khosrul  right  after 
all,  and  must  one  learn  wisdom  from  a  mad- 
man .'^ ...  By  my  soul ! .  .  if  I  thought . .  .  .  " 
Here  he  checked  himself  abruptly  and  turned 
upon  Theos ..."  Nay,  thou  art  deceived !  "  he 
said  with  a  forced  smile . .  "  'Twas  not  the 
King  ! . .  'twas  some  rash  unknown  intruder 
whose  worthless  life  must  pay  the  penalty  of 
his  trespass!"  —  and  he  drew  his  flashing 
weapon  from  Its  sheath  .  .  '*  This  shall  unmask 
him  !...  And  thou,  my  friend,  get  thee  away  and 

home, .  .  .  fear  nothing  for  my  safety ! go  hence 

and  quickly  ; — I'll  follow  thee  anon  !  " 

And  before  Theos  could  utter  a  word  of 
warning,  he  plunged  impetuously  into  the  In- 
nermost recesses  of  the  dense  foliage  behind 
which  the  mysterious  armed  figure  had  just 
vanished,  and  was  instantly  lost  to  sight. 

"  Sah-luma  !  .  .  Sah-luma  !  " — called  Theos 
passionately...  "  Come  back  !  Whither  wilt 
thou  go  ?... Sah-luma  !  " 

Only  silence  answered  him, — silence  rendered 
even  more  profound  by  the  subdued  faint  rust- 
ling of  the  wind  among  the  leaves, — and 
agitated  by    all    manner  of  vague    alarms  and 
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dreary  forebodings,  he  stood  still  for  a  moment 
hesitating  as  to  whether  he  should  follow  his 
friend  or  no.  Some  instinct  stronger  than 
himself  however,  persuaded  him  that  it  would 
be  best  to  continue  his  road, — he  therefore  went 
on  slowly,  hoping  against  hope  that  Sah-luma 
might  still  rejoin  him, — but  herein  he  was 
disappointed.  He  waited  a  little  while  near 
the  illuminated  water,  dreamily  eyeing  the 
beautiful  marble  nymph,  crowned  with  her 
wreath  of  amethystine  flame,  .  .  she  resembled 
Lysia  somewhat  he  thought, — only  this  was  a 
frozen  fairness,  while  the  perilous  charms  of  the 
cruel  High  Priestess  were  those  of  living  flesh 
and  blood.  Yet  the  remembrance  of  all  the 
tenderly  witching  loveliness  that  might  have 
been  his,  had  he  slain  Sah-luma  at  her  bidding, 
now  moved  him  neither  to  regret  nor  lover's 
passion,  but  only  touched  his  spirit  with  a 
sense  of  bitter  repulsion,  . .  while  a  strange  pity 
for  the  Poet  Laureate's  infatuation  awoke  in 
him, — pity  that  any  man  could  be  so  reckless, 
blind  and  desperate  as  to  love  a  woman  for  her 
mere  perishable  beauty  of  body,  and  never  care 
to  know  whether  the  orraces  of  her  mind  w^ere 
equal  to  the  graces  of  her  form. 

"  We  men  have  yet  to  learn  the  true  mean- 
ing of  love" — he    mused   rather    sadly — "We 
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consider  it  from  the  selfish  standpoint  of  our 
own  unbridled  passions, — we  willingly  accept  a 
fair  face  as  the  visible  reflex  of  a  fair  soul,  and 
nine  times  out  of  ten,  we  are  utterly  mistaken  •' 
We  beo^in  wrongly,  and  we  therefore  end 
miserably, — we  should  love  a  woman  for  what 
she  is  and  not  for  what  she  appears  to  be. 
Yet,  how  are  we  to  fathom  her  nature  ? .  .  how 
shall  we  guess,  .  .  how  can  we  decide  ?  Are 
we  fooled  by  an  evil  fate  ? — or  do  we  in 
our  loves  and  marriages,  deliberately  fool 
ourselves  ?  " — 

He  pondered  the  question  hazily  without 
arriving  at  any  satisfactory  answer, .  .  and  as 
Sah-luma  still  did  not  return,  he  resumed  his 
slow,  unguided  and  solitary  way.  He  presently 
found  himself  in  a  close  boscagre  of  tall  trees 
straight  as  pines,  and  covered  with  very  large 
thick  leaves  that  exhaled  a  peculiarly  faint 
odour, — and  here,  pausing  abruptly,  he  looked 
anxiously  about  him.  This  was  certainly  not 
the  avenue  through  which  he  had  previously 
come  with  Sah-luma,  .  .  and  he  soon  felt  un- 
comfortably convinced  that  he  had  somehow 
taken  the  wrong  path.  Perceiving  a  low  iron 
gate  standing  open  in  front  of  him,  he  went 
thither,  and  discovered  a  steep  stone  stair-case 
leading  down,  down  into  what  seemed  to  be  a 
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vast  well,  black  and  empty  as  a  starless  mid- 
night. Peering  doubtfully  into  this  gloomy  pit, 
he  fancied  he  saw  a  small  blue  flame  wavering 
to  and  fro  at  the  bottom,  and  pricked  by  a 
sudden  impulse  of  curiosity,  he  made  up  his 
mind  to  descend. 

He  went  down  slowly  and  cautiously,  counting 
each  step  as  he  placed  his  foot  upon  it,... there 
were  a  hundred  steps  in  all,  and  at  the  end,  the 
light  he  had  seen  completely  vanished,  leaving 
him  in  the  most  profound  darkness.  Confused 
and  startled,  he  stretched  out  his  hands  in- 
stinctively as  a  blind  man  might  do,  and  thus 
came  in  contact  with  something  sharp,  pointed, 
and  icy  cold  like  the  frozen  talon  of  a  dead  bird. 
Shuddering  at  the  touch,  he  recoiled, — and  was 
about  to  try  and  grope  his  way  up  the  stairs 
again,  when  the  light  once  more  appeared,  this 
time  casting  a  thin,  slanting,  azure  blaze  through 
the  dense  shadows, — and  he  was  able  gradually 
to  realize  the  horrors  of  the  place  into  which 
he  had  unwittingly  adventured.  One  faint  cry 
escaped  his  lips, — and  then  he  was  mute  and 
motionless, — chilled  to  the  very  heart.  A  great 
awe  and  speechless  dread  overwhelmed  him, .  . 
for  he, — a  living  man  and  fully  conscious  of 
life, — stood  alone,  surrounded  by  a  ghastly  mul- 
titude of  skeletons, — skeletons   bleached  white 
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as  Ivory  and  glistening  with  a  smooth  moist  poHsh 
as  of  pearl.  Shoulder  to  shoulder,  arm  against 
arm  they  stood,  placed  upright,  and  as  close  to- 
gether as  possible, — every  bony  hand  held  a  rusty 
spear, — and  on  every  skull  gleamed  a  small  metal 
casque  inscribed  with  hieroglyphic  characters. 
Thousands  of  eyeless  sockets  seemed  to  turn 
towards  him  in  blank  yet  questioning  wonder, 
suggesting  awfully  to  his  mind,  that  the  eyes 
might  still  be  there,  fallen  far  back  into  the  head 
from  whence  they  yet  saw,  themselves  unseen, — 
thousands  of  grinning  jaws  seemed  to  mock  at 
him,  as  he  leaned  half  fainting  against  the  damp 
weed-grown  portal, — he  fancied  he  could  hear 
the  derisive  laugh  of  Death  echoing  horribly 
through  those  dimly  distant  arches  !  This,  .  . 
this,  he  thought  wildly,  was  the  sequel  to  his 
brief  and  wretched  history  ! .  .  for  this  one  end 
he  had  wandered  out  of  the  ways  of  his  former 
life,  and  forgotten  almost  all  he  had  ever  known, — 
here  was  the  only  poor  finale  an  all-wise  and 
all-potent  God  could  contrive  for  the  close  of 
His  marvellous  symphony  of  creative  Love  and 
Light ! .  .  Ah,  cruel,  cruel  !  Then  there  was  no 
justice,  no  pity,  no  compensation  in  all  the  width 
and  breadth  of  the  Universe,  if  Death  indeed 
,was  the  end  of  everything ! — and  God  or  the 
great  Force  called  by  that  name  was  nothing  but 
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a  Tyrant  and  Torturer  of  His  helpless  creature, 
Man  !  So  thinking,  dully  and  feebly,  he  pressed 
his  hands  on  his  aching  eyes,  to  shut  out  the 
sight  of  that  grim  crowd  of  fleshless,  rigid 
Shapes  that  everywhere  confronted  him,.  .  .  .  the 
darkness  of  the  place  seemed  to  descend  upon 
him  crushingly,  and  reeling  forward,  he  would 
have  fallen  in  a  swoon,  had  not  a  strong  hand 
suddenly  grasped  his  arm  and  supported  him 
firmly  upright. 

''  How  now,  my  son  !" — said  a  grave  musical 
voice  that  had  in  it  a  certain  touch  of  com- 
passion, .  .  "  What  ails  thee  ?  .  .  and  why  art 
thou  here  ?  Art  thou  condemned  to  die  ? .  .  or 
dost  thou  seek  an  escape  from  death  ?" 

Making  an  effort  to  overcome  the  sick 
giddiness  that  confused  his  brain,  he  looked 
up, — a  bright  lamp  flared  in  his  eyes,  contrast- 
ing so  dazzlingly  with  the  surrounding  gloom 
that  for  a  moment  he  was  half  blinded  by  its 
brilliancy, — but  presently  steadying  his  gaze  he 
was  able  to  discern  the  dark  outline  of  a  tall 
black-garmented  figure  standing  beside  him, — 
the  figure  of  an  old  man,  whose  severe  and 
dignified  aspect  at  first  reminded  him  somewhat 
of  the  prophet  Khosrul.  Only  that  KhosruFs 
rugged  features  had  borne  the  impress  o£ 
patient,   long-endured  bitter  suffering,  and  the 
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personage  who  now  confronted  him  had  a  face 
so  calm  and  seriously  Impassive  that  It  might 
have  been  taken  for  that  of  one  newly  dead, 
from  whose  lineaments  all  traces  of  earthly 
passion  had  for  ever  been  smoothed  away. 

^'Art  thou  condemned  to  die  or  dost  thou-  seek 
an  escape  from  death?''  The  question  had, 
or  seemed  to  have,  a  curious  significance, — It 
reiterated  Itself  almost  noisily  In  his  ears, — his 
niind  was  troubled  by  vague  surmises  and 
dreary  forebodings, — speech  was  difficult  to 
him,  and  his  lips  quivered  pathetically,  when 
he  at  last  found  force  to  frame  his  struggling 
thoughts  Into  language. 

''  Escape  from  death !  "  he  murmured,  gazing 
wildly  round  as  he  spoke,  on  the  vast  skeleton 
crowd  that  encircled  him  .  .  "  Old  man,  dost 
thou  also  talk  of  dream-like  Impossibilities  ? 
Wilt  thou  also  maintain  a  creed  of  hope  when 
naught  awaits  us  but  despair  ?  Art  thou  fooled 
likewise  with  the  glimmering  Soul-mirage  of 
a  never-to-be-reallzed  future  ^.  .  .  .  Escape  from 
death  ?  .  .  How  ? — and  where  ?  Art  not  these 
dry  and  vacant  forms  sufficiently  eloquent  of 
the  all-omnipotence  of  Decay  ?  "  .  .  and  he 
caught  his  unknown  companion  almost  fiercely 
by  the  long  robe,  while  a  sound  that  was  half 
a  sob  and   half   a   sigh  came   from  his  aching 
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throat  .  .  ''  Lo  you,  how  emptily  they  stare  upon  y 
us !  .  .  how  frozen-piteous  is  their  smile  !  .  . 
Poor,  poor  frail  shapes  !  .  .  nay  ! — who  would 
think  these  hollow  shells  of  bone  had  once  been 
men  !  Men  with  strong  hearts,  warm-flowing 
blood  and  throbbing  pulses,  .  .  .  men  of  thought 
and  action,  who  maybe  did  most  nobly  bear 
themselves  in  life  upon  the  earth,  and  yet 
are  now  forgotten,  .  .  men — ah,  great  Heaven  ! 
can  it  be  that  these  most  rueful  loathly  things 
have  loved,  and  hoped,  and  laboured  through 
all  their  days  for  such  an  end  as  this  !  Escape 
from  death  !  .  .  alas,  there  is  no  escape,  .  .  .  'tis 
evident  we  all  must  die,  .  .  die,  and  with  dust- 
quenched  eyes  unlearn  our  knowledge  of  the 
sun,  the  stars,  the  marvels  of  the  universe, — 
for  us  no  more  shall  the  flowers  bloom  or  the 
sweet  birds  sing  ; — the  poem  of  the  world  will 
write  itself  anew  In  every  roseate  flushing  of 
the  dawn, — but  we, — we  who  have  joyed 
therein, — we  who  have  sung  the  praises  of 
the  light,  the  harmonies  of  wind  and  sea,  the 
tunefulness  of  woods  and  fields, — we  whose 
■  ambitious  thoughts  have  soared  arch-angel-like 
through  unseen  empyreans  of  space,  there  to 
drink  in  a  honeyed  hope  of  Heaven, — we  shall 
!be  but  dead !  .  .  mute,  cold  and  stirless  as  deep 
undug  stones,  ....  dead  !  .  .      Ah    God,   thou 
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Utmost  Cruelty  !  " — and  in  a  sudden  access 
of  grief  and  passion  he  raised  one  hand 
and  shook  it  aloft  with  a  menacing  gesture — 
"  Would  I  might  look  upon  Thee  face 
to  face,  and  rebuke  Thee  for  Thy  merciless 
injustice !  " 

He  spoke  wildly  as  though  possessed  by  a 
sort  of  frenzy, — his  unknown  companion  heard 
him  with  an  air  of  mild  and  pitying  patience. 

"  Peace — peace  !  Blaspheme  not  the  Most 
High,  my  son  !  "  he  said  gently,  yet  reproach- 
fully. "  Distraught  as  thou  dost  seem  v/ith 
some  strange  misery,  and  sick  with  fears,  forbear 
thine  ignorant  fury  against  Him  who  hath  for 
love's  dear  sake  alone,  created  thee.  Control 
thy  soul  in  patience  ! — surely  thou  art  afflicted 
bythine  own  vain  and  false  imaginings,  which  for 
a  time  contort  and  darken  the  clear  light  of  truth. 
Why  dost  thou  thus  disquiet  thyself  concern- 
ing the  end  of  life,  seeing  that  verily  it  hath  no 
end  ?  .  .  and  that  what  we  men  call  death  is  not 
a  conclusion  but  merely  a  new  beginning  ? 
Waste  not  thy  pity  on  these  skeleton 
forms, — the  empty  dwellings  of  martial  spirits 
long  since  fled,  .  .  as  well  weep  over  fallen  husks 
of  corn  from  which  the  blossoms  have  sprung 
right  joyously  upward  !  This  world  is  but  our 
roadside  hostelry,    wherein    we,    heaven-bound 
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sojourners  tarry  for  one  brief  restless  night, — 
why  regret   the   loss  of  the    poor    refreshment 
offered  thee  here,  when  there  are  a  thousand 
better    feasts  awaiting    thee    elsewhere  on  thy 
way  ?  Come, — let  me  lead  thee  hence,  .  .  .  this 
place  is  known  as  the  Passage  of  the  Tombs, — 
and  communicates  with  the  Inner  Court  of  the 
Sacred  Temple, — and  if,  as   I   fear,  thou  art  a 
stray  fugitive  from  the  accursed    Lysia's   band 
of  lovers,   thou  mayest  be  tracked  hither   and 
quickly    slain.       Come, — I    will    show    thee    a 
secret  labyrinth,  by  which  thou  canst  gain  the 
embankment    of    the    river    and    from    thence 
betake  thyself  speedily  home,  ...  if  thou  hast 
•'   a  home  .  . "  here  he  paused  and  a   keen   ques- 
tioning glance  flashed  in  his  dark  eyes.      "  But, 
— notwithstanding  thy  fluency   of   speech    and 
fashion  ot  attire,   methinks  thou  hast  the  lost 
and   solitary  air  of  one  who  is  a  stranger    in 
the  city  of  Al-Kyris  ?" 

Theos  sighed. 

"  A  stranger  I  am  indeed  !  "  he  said  drearily — 
''  A  stranger  to  my  very  self  and  all  my  former 
belongings !  Ask  me  no  questions,  good 
father,  for  as  I  live,  I  cannot  answer  them  ! 
I  am  oppressed  by  a  nameless  and  mysterious 
suffering,  .  .  my  brain  is  darkened, — my  thoughts 
but  half-formed  and  never  wholly  uttered,  and 

VOL.  II.  129  30 


ARDATH. 

I, — I  who  once  deemed  human  intelhgence  and 
reason  all-supreme,  all-clear,  all-absolute,  am 
now  compelled  to  use  that  reason  reasonlessly, 
and  to  work  with  that  intelligence  In  helpless 
Ignorance  as  to  what  end  my  mental  toll  shall 
serve  !  Woeful  and  strange  it  is  ! — yet  true  ;  .  .  . 
1  am  as  a  broken  straw  in  a  whirlwind, — or  the 
pale   ghost   of   my    own    Identity   groping    for 

things  forgotten  in  a  land  of  shadows  ; I 

know  not  whence  I  came,  nor  whither  I  go  ! 
Nay,  do  not  fear  me, — I  am  not  mad  ; — I  am 
conscious  of  my  life,  my  strength  and  physical 
well-being, — and  though  I  may  speak  wildly,  I 
harbour  no  111  intent  towards  any  man — my 
quarrel  is  with  God  alone  !  " 

He  paused, — then  resumed  in  calmer  ac- 
cents,— "  You  judge  rightly,  reverend  sir, — I 
am  a  stranger  in  Al-Kyris.  I  entered  the  city- 
gates  this  morning  when  the  sun  was  high, — 
and  ere  noon,  I  found  courteous  welcome  and 
princely  shelter, — I  am  the  guest  of  the  poet 
Sah-luma." 

The  old  man  looked  at  him  half  com- 
passionately. 

*'Ah,  Sah-luma  is  thine  host?"  he  said  with 
a   touch  of  melancholy  surprise    in  his  tone — 

"  Then  wherefore  art  thou  here  ? here  in 

this   dark  abode   where  none   may  linger    and 
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escape  with  life  ?  .  .  how  earnest  thou  within  the 
bounds  of  Lysla's  fatal  pleasaunce  ?  .  .  Has  the 
Laureate's  friendship  thus  misguided  thee  ?  " 

Theos  hesitated  before  replying.  He  was 
again  moved  by  that  curious  Instinctive  dread 
of  hearing  Sah-luma's  name  associated  with  any 
sort  of  reproach, — and  his  voice  had  a  some- 
what defiant  ring  as  he  answered, — 

*'  Nay,  surely  I  am  neither  child  nor  wom^n 
that  I  should  weakly  yield  to  guidance  or  mis- 
leading !  Some  trifling  matter  of  free-will 
remains  to  me  in  spite  of  mine  affliction, — 
and  that  I  have  supped  with  Sah-luma  at  the 
Palace  of  the  High  Priestess,  has  been  as  much 
my  choice  as  his  example.  Who  among  men 
would  turn  aside  from  high  feasting  and  mirth- 
ful company  ?  .  .  not  I,  believe  me  ! .  .  and  Sah- 
luma's  desires  herein  were  but  the  reflex  of 
mine  own.  We  came  together  through  the 
woodland,  and  parted  but  a  moment  since " 

He  stopped  abruptly,  startled  by  a  sudden 
clash  as  of  steel  and  the  tramp  tramp  of  ap- 
proaching feet.  His  aged  companion  caught 
him  by  the  arm. .  . 

"  Hush  !  "  he  whispered  .  .  "  Not  a  word  more 
.  .  not  a  breath  ! .  .  or  thy  life  must  pay  the 
penalty  !  Quick, — follow  me  close  !  .  .  . .  step 
softly  ! .  .  there   is  a  hiding-place  near  at  hand 
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where  we  may  couch  unseen,  till  these  dread 
visitants  pass  by." 

Moving  stealthily  and  with  anxious  pre- 
caution, he  led  the  way  to  a  niche  hollowed 
deeply  out  in  the  thickness  of  the  wall,  and 
turning  his  lamp  aside  so  that  not  the  faintest 
glimmer  of  it  could  be  perceived,  he  took  Theos 
by  the  hand,  and  drew  him  into  what  seemed 
to  be  a  huge  cavernous  recess,  utterly  dark 
and  icy  cold. 

Here,  crouching  low  in  the  furthest  gloom 
they  both  waited  silently, — Theos  ignorant  as 
to  the  cause  of  the  sudden  alarm,  and  wonder- 
ing vaguely  what  strange  new  circumstance 
was  about  to  happen.  The  measured  tramp 
tramp  of  feet  came  nearer  and  nearer,  and  in 
another  moment  the  flare  of  smoking  torches 
illumined  the  vaulted  passage,  casting  many 
a  ruddy  flicker  and  flash  on  the  ivory-gleaming 
whiteness  of  the  vast  skeleton  army,  that  stood 
with  such  grim  and  pallid  patience,  as  though 
waiting  for  a  marching  signal. 

Presently  there  appeared  a  number  of  half- 
naked  men,  carrying  short  axes  stained  with 
blood, — coarse,  savage,  cruel-looking  brutes 
all,  whose  lowering  faces  bore  the  marks  of  a 
thousand  unrepented  crimes, — these  were  fol- 
lowed  by  four  tall  personages  clad   in  flowing 
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white  robes  and  closely  masked, — and  finally 
there  came  a  band  of  black  slaves  clothed  in 
vivid  scarlet,  dragging  between  them  two 
writhing,  bleeding  creatures, — one  a  man,  the 
other  a  girl  in  her  earliest  youth,  both  convulsed 
by  the  evident  last  agonies  of  death. 

Arrived  at  the  centre  of  that  part  oi  the 
vault  where  the  skeleton  crowd  was  thickest, 
this  horrible  cortege  halted,  while  one  of  the 
masked  personages  undid  from  his  girdle  a  large 
bunch  of  keys.  And  now  Theos,  watching 
everything  with  dreadful  interest  from  the 
obscure  corner  where  he  was,  thanks  to  his 
unknown  friend,  successfully  concealed,  per- 
ceived for  the  first  time  a  low  iron  door,  heavily 
barred,  and  surmounted  by  sharp  spikes  as  long 
as  drawn  daggers.  When  this  dreary  portal 
was,  with  many  a  jarring  groan  and  clang,  slowly 
opened,  such  an  awful  cry  broke  from  the  lips 
of  the  tortured  man  as  might  have  wrung  com- 
passion from  the  most  hardened  tyrant.  Wrest- 
ing himself  fiercely  out  of  the  grasp  of  the  slaves 
who  held  him,  he  struggled  to  his  feet,  while  the 
blood  poured  from  the  cruel  wounds  that  were 
indicted  all  over  his  body,  and  raising  his 
manacled  hands  aloft  he  cried .  . 

''  Mercy  ! . .  mercy  ! .  .  not  for  me,  but  for 
her !  . .  for  her,  my  love,  my  life,   my  tenderest 
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little  one  ! . .  What  is  her  crime,  ye  fiends  ?  .  . 
why  do  ye  deem  love  a  sin  and  passion  a 
dishonour  ?  .  .  Shall  there  be  no  more  heart- 
longings  because  ye  are  cold  ? . .  Spare  her  ! .  . . 
she  is  so  young,  so  fond,  so  innocent  of  all 
reproach  save  one, .  the  shame  of  loving  me  ! 
Spare  her  ! ...  or,  if  ye  will  not  spare,  slay  her 
at  once  ! .  .  now  ! — now,  with  swift  compassion- 
ate sword,  . .  .  but  cast  her  not  alive  into  yon 
hideous  serpent's  den  ! . . .  not  alive  !  . .  ah  no, 
no  ! — ye  gods  have  pity  !...." 

Here  his  voice  broke  and  a  sudden  light 
passed  over  his  agonized  countenance.  Gazing 
steadfastly  at  the  girl,  whose  beautiful  white  body 
now  lay  motionless  on  the  cold  stone,  with  a 
cloud  of  fair  hair  falling  veil-like  over  it,  his 
eyes  seemed  to  strain  themselves  out  of  their 
sockets  in  the  intensity  of  his  eager  regard, 
when  all  at  once  he  gave  vent  to  a  wild  peal 
of  delirious  lauehter  and  exclaimed  . . 

"  Dead  . .  dead  ! . .  Thanks  be  to  the  merci- 
less gods  for  this  one  gift  of  grace  at  the 
last !  Dead  .  dead !  .  .  .  O  the  blessed  favour 
and  freedom  of  death !  .  .  Sweet-heart,  they 
can  torture  thee  no  more .  .  no  more !  .  .  Ah, 
devils  that  ye  are !  "  and  his  voice  grown 
frantically  loud,  pierced  the  gloomy  arches  with 
terrible  resonance,  as  he  saw  the  red-garmented 
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slaves  vainly  endeavouring  to  rouse,  with  fero- 
cious blows  and  thrusts,  new  life  In  the  fair 
stiffening  corpse  before  them . .  '*  This  time  ye 
are  baffled  !  .  .  .  Baffled  ! — and  I  live  to  see  your 
vanqulshment !  Give  her  to  me  !  "  and  he 
stretched  out  his  trembling  arms  ..."  Give  her 
.  . .  she  Is  dead — and  ye  cannot  offer  to  Nagaya 
any  lifeless  thing  !  I  will  weave  her  a  shroud  of 
her  own  gold  hair — I  will  bury  her  softly  away 
In  the  darkness — I  will  sing  to  her  as  I  used  to 
sing  In  the  silent  summer  evenings,  when  we 
fancied  our  secret  of  forbidden  love  unknown, — 
and  with  my  lips  on  hers,  I  will  pray  .  .  pray  for 
the  pardon  of  passion  grown  stronger .  .  .  than 
...life! " 

He  ceased,  and  swaying  forward,  fell, ....  a 
shiver  ran  through  his  limbs  ...  one  deep 
gasping  sigh  .  .  .  and  all  was  over.  The 
band  of  torturers  gathered  round  the  body, 
uttering  fierce  oaths  and  exclamations  of 
dismay. 

''  Both  dead  !  "  said  one  of  the  individuals 
in  white  .  .  "  'Tis  a  most  fatal  augury !  " 

"  Fatal  indeed ! "  said  another,  and  turning 
to  the  men  with  the  blood-stained  axes,  he  added 
angrily — **  Ye  were  too  swift  and  lavish  of  your 
weapons — ye  should  have  let  these  criminals 
suffer    slowly  Inch  by  inch,  and    yet  have  left 
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them  life  enough,  wherewith  to  Hnger  on  in 
anguish  many  hours." 

The  wretches  thus  addressed,  looked  sullen 
and  humiliated,  and  approaching  the  two  corpses, 
would  have  brutally  Inflicted  fresh  wounds  on 
them,  had  not  the  seeming  chief  of  the  party 
interfered. 

''  Let  be .  .  let  be  !  "  he  said  austerely — "  Ye 
cannot  cause  the  dead  to  feel, .  .  .  would  that 
It  were  possible  !  Then  might  the  glorious  and 
god-like  thirst  of  vengeance  In  our  great  High 
Priestess  be  somewhat  more  appeased  In  this 
matter.  For  the  unlawful  communion  of  love 
between  a  vestal  virgin  and  an  anointed  priest, 
cannot  be  too  utterly  abhorred  and  condemned, 
— and  these  twain  who  thus  did  foully  violate 
their  vows,  have  perished  far  too  easily.  The 
sanctity  of  the  Temple  has  been  outraged, .  . 
Lysia  will  not  be  satisfied,  .  ,  and  how  shall  we 
pacify  her  righteous  wrath,  concerning  this 
too-tranquil  death  of  the  undeserving  and 
impure  ?  " 

Drawing  all  together  In  a  close  group  they 
held  a  whispered  consultation,  and  finally, 
appearing  to  have  come  to  some  sort  of  decision, 
they  took  up  the  dead  bodies  one  after  another, 
and  flung  them  carelessly  Into  the  dark  aperture 
lately  unclosed.     As  they  did    this,  a   stealthy 
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rustling  sound  was  heard,  as  of  some  great 
creature  moving  to  and  fro  in  the  far  interior, 
but  they  soon  locked  and  barred  the  iron 
portal  once  more,  and  then  took  their  departure 
rather  hurriedly,  leaving  the  vault  by  the  way 
Theos  had  entered  it — namely,  up  the  stone 
stairway  that  led  into  Lysia's  palace-gardens. 
As  the  last  echo  of  their  retreating  steps 
died  away  and  the  last  glimmer  of  their  lurid 
torches  vanished,  Theos  sprang  out  from  his 
hiding-place, — his  venerable  companion  slowly 
followed. 

"  Oh  God  !  Can  such  things  be  !  "  he  cried 
loudly,  reckless  of  all  possible  risk  for  himself 
as  his  voice  rang  penetratingly  through  the 
deep  silence — ''  Were  these  brute-murderers 
actual  men  ? — or  but  the  wandering  grim 
shadows  of  some  long  past  crime  ? .  .  .  Nay, — 
surely  I  do  but  dream ! — and  ghouls  and 
demons  born  out  of  nightmare-sleep,  do  vex 
my  troubled  spirit !  Justice  ! .  .  justice  for  the 
innocent  ! .  .  Is  there  none  in  all  Al-Kyris  ?  " — 

"None!"  replied  the  old  man  who  stood 
beside  him,  lamp  in  hand,  fixing  his  dark 
melancholy  eyes  upon  him  as  he  spoke — 
"  None  ! .  .  neither  in  Al-Kyris  nor  in  any  other 
great  city  on  the  peopled  earth  !  Justice  .^ .  .  I, 
who  am  named  Zuriel  the   Mystic,   because  of 

137 


ARDATH. 

my  tireless  searching  into  things  that  are  hidden 
from  the  unstudious  and  unthinkincr, — I  know 
that  Justice  is  an  idle  name, — an  empty 
braggart-word  for  ever  on  the  mouths  of  kings 
and  judges,  but  never  in  their  hearts !  More- 
over,— what  is  guilt  ? .  .  What  is  innocence  ? 
Both  must  be  defined  accordinor  to  the  law  of 
the  realm  wherein  we  dwell, — and  from  that 
law  there  can  be  no  appeal.  These  men 
we  lately  saw  were  the  chief  priests  and 
executioners  of  the  Sacred  Temple, — they 
have  done  no  wrong  —  they  have  simply 
fulfilled  their  duty.  The  culprits  slain  deserved 
their  fate, — they  loved  where  loving  was  for- 
bidden,— torture  and  death  was  the  strictly- 
ordained  punishment,  and  herein  was  justice, — 
justice  as  portioned  out  by  the  Penal  Code  of 
the  High  Court  of  Council." 

Theos  heard,  and  gave  an  expressive  gesture 
of  loathing  and  contempt. 

''  O  narrow  jurisdiction !  .  .  O  short-sighted, 
false  equity  !  "  he  exclaimed  passionately.  ''  Are 
there  different  laws  for  high  and  low  ?  .  .  Must 
the  weak  and  defenceless  be  condemned  to 
death  for  the  self-same  sin  committed  openly  by 
their  more  powerful  brethren  who  yet  escape 
scot-free  ?  What  of  the  High  Priestess  then  ?  , . 
If     these    poor     lover-victims     merited     their 
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doom,  why  is  not  Lysia  slain  ?  .  .  Is  not  she 
a  willingly  violated  vestal  ?  .  .  doth  she  not 
count  her  lovers  by  the  score  ?  .  .  Are  not  her 
vows  long  since  broken  ?  .  .  is  not  her  life  a 
life  of  wanton  luxury  and  open  shame  ?  .  .  . 
Why  doth  the  Law  beholding  these  things,  re- 
main in  her  case,  dumb  and  ineffectual  ?  " 

''  Hush,  hush  my  son  ! "  said  the  aged  Zuriel 
anxiously — "  These  stone  walls  hear  thee  far 
too  loudly, — who  knows  but  they  may  echo 
forth  thy  words  to  unsuspected  listeners ! 
Peace — peace !  .  .  Lysia  is  as  much  Queen,  as 
Zephoranim  is  King  of  Al-Kyris  ;  and  surely 
thou  knowest  that  the  sins  of  tyrants  are  ac- 
counted virtues,  so  long  as  they  retain  their 
ruling  powers  ?  The  public  voice  pronounces 
Lysia  chaste,  and  Zephoranim  faithful  ; — who 
then  shall  dare  to  disprove  the  verdict  ?  — 
'Tis  the  same  in  all  countries,  near  and 
far, — the  law  serves  the  strong,  while  professing 
to  defend  the  weak.  The  rich  man  eains  his 
cause, — the  beggar  loses  it, — how  can  it  be 
otherwise,  while  lust  of  gold  prevails  ?  Gold 
is  the  moving-force  of  this  our  era, — without  it 
kings  and  ministers  are  impotent  and  armies 
starve,  . .  with  it,  all  things  can  be  accomplished 
even  to  the  concealment  of  the  foulest  crimes. 
Come,  come !  .  .  "  and  he  laid  one  hand  kindly 
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on  Theos's  arm,  "  Thou  hast  a  generous  and 
fiery  spirit,  but  thou  shouldst  never  have  been 
born  into  this  planet  if  thou  seekest  such  a 
thing  as  Justice!  No  man  will  ever  deal  true 
justice  to  his  fellow  man  on  earth,  unless 
perhaps  in  ages  to  come,  when  the  old  creeds 
are  swept  away  for  new,  and  a  grander,  wider, 
purer  form  of  faith  is  accepted  by  the  people. 
For  religion  in  Al-Kyris  to-day  is  a  hollow 
mockery, — a  sham,  kept  up  partly  from  fear, — 
partly  from  motives  of  policy, — but  every 
thinker  is  an  atheist  at  heart,  .  .  .  our  splendid 
civilization  is  tottering  towards  its  fall,  . .  and 
should  the  fore-doomed  destruction  of  this  city 
come  to  pass,  vast  ages  of  progress,  discovery 
and  invention  will  be  swept  away  as  though 
they  had  never  been  !  " 

He  paused  and  sighed,  —  then  continued 
sorrowfully — "  There  is,  there  must  be  some- 
thing wrong  in  the  mechanism  of  life, — 
some  little  hitch  that  stops  the  even  wheels, 
—  some  curious  perpetual  mischance  that 
crosses  us  at  every  turn, — but  I  doubt  not  all 
is  for  the  best,  and  will  prove  most  truly  so 
hereafter  !  " 

"Hereafter!"  echoed  Theos  bitterly... 
"  Thinkest  thou  that  even  God,  repenting  of  the 
evil   He  hath  done,  will  ever  be  able  to  com- 
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pensate    us    by    any    future    bliss,    for    all    the 
needless  anguish  of  the  Present  ?  " 

Zurlel  looked  at  him  with  a  strange,  almost 
spectral  expression  of  mingled  pity,  fear  and 
misgiving,  but  he  offered  no  reply  to  this  home- 
thrust  of  a  question.  In  grave  silence  and 
with  slow  majestic  tread  he  began  to  lead  the 
way  along'  through  the  dismal  labyrinth  of 
black  winding  arches,  holding  his  blue  lamp 
aloft  as  he  went,  the  better  to  lighten  the 
dense  gloom. 

Theos  followed  him,  silent  also,  and  wrapped 
In  stern  and  mournful  musings  of  his  own,  .  .  . 
musings  through  which  faint  threads  of  pale 
recollection  connected  with  his  past,  glimmered 
hazily  from  time  to  time,  perplexing  rather  than 
enllorhtenlnor  his  bewildered  brain. 

Presently  he  found  himself  in  a  low  narrow 
vestibule  Illumined  by  the  bright  yet  soft  ra- 
diance of  a  suspended  Star, — and  here,  coming 
close  up  with  his  guide  and  observing  his  dress 
and  manner  more  attentively,  he  suddenly 
perceived  a  shining  SometJiing  which  the  old 
man  wore  hanging  from  his  neck  and  which 
flashed  against  the  sable  hue  of  his  garment 
like  a  wandering  moonbeam. 

Stopping  abruptly,  he  examined  this  ornament 
with  straining  wistful  gaze,  .  .  and  slowly,  very 
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slowly  recognized  its  fashion  of  construction, — 
it  was  a  plain  silver  Cross — nothing  more.  Yet 
at  sight  of  the  sacred,  strange  yet  familiar 
Symbol,  a  chord  seemed  to  snap  in  his  brain, — 
tears  rushed  to  his  tired  eyes,  and  with  a  sharp 
cry,  he  fell  on  his  knees,  grasping  his  compan- 
ion's robe  wildly,  as  a  drowning  man  grasps  at 
a  floating  spar, — while  the  venerable  Zuriel, 
startled  at  his  action  stared  down  upon  him  in 
evident  amazement  and  terror. 

'^  Rescue  !  .  .  .  rescue  !  "  he  cried,  .  .  ''  Oh 
thou  blessed  among  men  ! — thou  dost  wear  the 
Sign  of  Eternal  Safety  !  .  .  the  Sign  of  the  Way, 
the  Truth  and  the  Life ! ,  .  '  without  the  Way 
there  is  no  going,  without  the  Truth  there  is  no 
knowing,  without  the  Life  there  is  no  living '  ! 
Now  do  I  know  thee  for  a  saint  in  Al-Kyris, — 
for  thou  dost  openly  avow  thyself  a  follower  of 
the  Divine  Faith  that  fools  despise,  and  selfish 
souls  repudiate,  ...  ah,  I  do  beseech  thee,  thou 
good  and  holy  man,  absolve  me  of  my  sin  of 
Unbelief!  Teach  me  !  .  .  help  me  !  .  .  and  I  will 
hear  thy  counsels  with  the  meekness  of  a  listen- 
ing child !  .  .  See  you,  I  kneel !  .  .  I  pray  !  .  .  I, 
even  I,  am  humiliated  to  the  very  dust  of  shame  ! 
I  have  no  pride,  ...  I  seek  no  glory,  ...  I  do 
entreat,  even  as  I  once  rejected,  the  blessing 
of    the    Cross,    whereby     I     shall    regain    my 
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lost  love, — my  despised  pardon, — my  vanished 
peace  !  " 

And  with  pathetic  earnestness,  he  raised  his 
hands  towards  the  silver  Emblem,  and  touched 
It  tenderly,  reverently,  ....  then  as  though 
unworthy,  he  bent  his  head  low,  and  waited 
eagerly  for  a  Name,  .  .  a  Name  that  he  himself 
could  not  remember.  .  .  a  Name  suggested  by 
the  Cross,  but  not  declared.  If  that  Name  were 
once  spoken  In  the  form  of  a  benediction,  he 
felt  instinctively  that  he  would  straightway  be 
released  from  the  mysterious  spell  of  misery  that 
bound  his  intelligence  in  such  a  grievous  thrall. 
But  not  a  word  of  consolation  did  his  companion 
utter,  .  .  on  the  contrary,  he  seemed  agitated  by 
the  strangest  surprise  and  alarm. 

"  Now  may  all  the  gods  in  Heaven  defend 
thee,  thou  unhappy,  desperate,  distracted  soul !  " 
he  said  in  trembling  affrighted  accents.  "  Thou 
dost  implore  the  blessing  of  a  Faith  unknown! .  . 

a  Mystery  predicted  but  not  yet  fulfilled  ! a 

Creed  that  shall  not  be  declared  to  men  for  full 
Jive  thousand  years  !  " 
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At  these  unexpected  words  Theos  sprang 
wildly  to  his  feet.  An  awful  darkness  seemed 
to  close  in  upon  him, — and  a  chaotic  confusion 
of  memories  began  to  whirl  and  drift  through 
his  mind  like  flotsam  and  jetsam  tossed  upon 
a  storm-swept  sea.  The  aged  and  shadowy- 
looking  Zuriel  stood  motionless,  watching  him 
with  something  of  timid  pity  and  mild  patience. 

"  Five  thoiisaiid years  !  "  he  muttered  hoarsely, 
pressing  his  hands  to  his  aching  brows,  while 
his  eyes  again  fixed  themselves  yearningly  on 
the  Cross  . .  "  "  Five  thousand  years  before  .... 
before  what  ?  " 

He  caught  the  old  man's  arm,  and  in  spite  of 
himself,  a  laugh,  wild,  discordant,  and  out  of  all 
keeping  with  his  inward  emotions  broke  from 
his    parched    lips,— '*  Thou    doting    fool!"     he 
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cried  almost  furiously, — "  Why  dost  thou  mock 
me  then  with  this  false  image  of  a  hope  un- 
realized ? .  .Who  gave  thee  leave  to  add  more 
fuel  to  my  flame  of  torment  ?  .  .  What  means 
this  symbol  to  thine  eyes  ?  Speak  .  .  speak  ! 
What  admonition  does  it  hold  for  thee  ? .  .  what 
promise  ? .  .  what  menace  ?  .  .  what  warning  ? .  . 
what  love  ? .  .  Speak  .  .  speak  !  O,  shall  I 
force  confession  from  thy  throat  or  must  I  die 
unsatisfied  and  slain  by  speechless  longing ! 
What  didst  thou  say  ?  .  .  Jive  thousand  years  ? 
.  .  Nay,  by  the  gods,  thou  liest ! " — and  he 
pointed  excitedly  to  the  sacred  Emblem, — 
*'  I  tell  thee  that  Holy  Sign  is  as  familiar  to  my 
suffering  soul  as  the  chiming  of.  bells  at  sun- 
set!.  .  as  well-known  to  my  sight  as  the  unfold- 
ing of  flowers  in  the  fields  of  spring ! .  AVhat 
shall  be  done  or  said  of  it,  in  Ave  thousand 
years,  that  has  not  already  been  said  and 
done?" 

Zuriel  regarded  him  more  compassionately 
than  ever,  with  a  penetrating,  mournful  expres- 
sion in  his  serious  dark  eyes. 

''  Alas,  alas  my  son  !  thou  art  most  grievously 
distraught !  "  he  said  in  troubled  tones.  *'  Thy 
words  but  prove  the  dark  disorder  of  thy 
wits, — may  Heaven  soon  heal  thee  of  thy 
mental  wound !     Restrain  thv  wild  and  wander- 
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ing  fancies ! .  .  for  surely  thou  canst  not  be 
familiar  as  thou  sayest,  with  this  silver  Symbol, 
seeing"  that  it  is  but  the  Talisman  ^  or  Badge  of 
the  Mystic  Brethren  of  Al-Kyris,  and  has  no 
signification  whatsoever  save  for  the  Elect. 
It  was  designed  some  twenty  years  ago  by 
the  inspired  Chief  of  our  Order,  Khosrul,  and 
such  as  are  still  his  faithful  disciples  wear  it  as 
a  record  and  constant  reminder  of  his  famous 
Prophecy." 

Theos  heard,  and  a  dull  apathy  stole  over 
him, — his  recent  excitement  died  out  under  a 
chilling  weight  of  vague  yet  bitter  disappoint- 
ment. 

"  And  this  Prophecy  ?  "  he  asked  listlessly  .  . 
"What  is  its  nature  and  whom  doth  it  con- 
cern  : 

''  Nay,  in  very  truth  it  is  a  strange  and 
marvellous  thing ! "  replied  Zuriel,  his  calm 
voice  thrilling  with  a  mellow  touch  of  fervour . . 
"  Khosrul,  'tis  said,  has  heard  the  angels  whis- 
pering in  Heaven,  and  his  attentive  ears  have 
caught   the  echo  of  their  distant  speech. 

Thus  spiritually  instructed,  he  doth  power- 
fully predict   Salvation  for  the  human  race, — 

^  The  Cross  was  held  in  singular  veneration  in  the 
Temple  of  Serapis,  and  by  many  tribes  in  the  East,  ages 
before  the  coming  of  Christ. 
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and  doth  announce,  that  in  five  thousand  years 
or  more,  a  God  shall  be  moved  by  wondrous 
mercy  to  descend  from  Heaven,  and  take  the 
form  of  Man,  wherein,  unknown,  despised,  re- 
jected. He  will  live  our  life  from  commence- 
ment to  finish,  teaching,  praying,  and  sanctifying 
by  His  Divine  Presence,  the  whole  sin-burdened 
Earth.  This  done.  He  will  consent  to  suffer  a 
most  cruel  death,  .  .  and  the  manner  of  His  death 
will  be  that  He  shall  hang,  nailed  hands  and 
feet  to  a  Cross  as  though  He  were  a  common 
criminal,  .  .  His  holy  brows  shall  be  bound 
about  with  thorns, — and  after  hours  of  agony 
He,  innocent  of  every  sin,  shall  perish  miserably 
— friendless,  unpitied,  and  alone.  But  after- 
wards, .  .  .  and  mark  you  !  this  is  the  chiefest 
glory  of  all ! .  .  .  He  will  rise  again  triumphant 
from  the  grave  to  prove  his  God-head,  and  to 
convince  Mankind  beyond  all  doubt  and  ques- 
tion, that  there  is  indeed  an  immortal  Here- 
after,— an  actual  free  Eternity  of  Life,  compared 
with  which  this  our  transient  existence  is  a  mere 
brief  breathing-space  of  pause  and  probation, .  .  . 
and  then,  for  evermore  His  sacred  Name  shall 

dominate  and  civilize  the  world " 

''What  Name  ?"..  interrupted  Theos  with 
eager  abruptness  ....  ''  Canst  thou  pronounce 
it?" 
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Zurlel  shook  his  head. 

"Not  I,  my  son" — he  answered  gravely.. 
"Not  even  Khosrul  can  penetrate  thus  far! 
The  Name  of  Him  who  is  to  come,  Is  hidden 
deep  among  God's  unfathomed  silences!  It 
should  suffice  thee  that  thou  knowest  now,  the 
sum  and  substance  of  the  Prophecy.  Would 
I  might  live  to  see  the  days  when  all  shall  be 
fulfilled ! .  .  but  alas,  my  remaining  years  are  few 
upon  the  earth,  and  Heaven's  time  is  not  ours  !" 

He  sighed, — and  resumed  his  slow  pacing 
onwards, — Theos  walked  beside  him  as  a  man 
may  walk  in  sleep,  uncertainly  and  with  unseeing 
eyes,  his  heart  beating  loudly,  and  a  sick  sense 
of  suffocation  In  his  throat.  What  did  it  all 
mean  ?  .  .  Had  his  life  gone  back  in  some  strange 
way  ? .  .  or  had  he  merely  dreamed  of  a  former 
existence  different  to  this  one  ?  He  remem- 
bered now  what  Sah-luma  had  told  him  respecting 
Khosrul's  "  new"  theory  of  a  future  religion, — 
a  theory  that  to  him  had  seemed  so  old,  so  old  1 — 
so  utterly  exhausted  and  worn  threadbare!  In 
what  a  cruel  problem  was  he  hopelessly  in- 
volved ! — what  a  useless,  perplexed  confused 
being  he  had  become ! . .  he  w^ho  would  once 
have  staked  his  life  on  the  unflinching  strength 
and  capabilities  of  human  reason !  After  a 
pause, .  . 
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**  Forgive  me!"  he  said  in  a  low  tone  and 
speaking  with  some  effort .  .  "  forgive  me  and 
have  patience  with  my  laggard  comprehension, . . 
I  am  perplexed  at  heart  and  slow  of  thought ; — 
wilt  thou  assure  me  faithfully,  that  this  God- 
Man  thou  speakest  of,  is  not  yet  born  on  earth  ?" 

The  faintest  shadow  of  a  wondering  smile 
flickered  over  the  old  man's  wrinkled  coun- 
tenance, like  the  reflection  of  a  passing  taper- 
flame  on  a  faded  picture. 

"  My  son,  my  son  !"  he  murmured  with  com- 
passionate tolerance — "  Have  I  not  told  thee 
that  five  thousand  years  and  more  must  pass 
away  ere  the  prediction  be  accomplished  ? .  .  .  I 
marvel  that  so  plain  a  truth  should  thus  disquiet 
thee !  Now  by  my  soul,  thou  lookest  pallid  as 
the  dead! .  .  Come,  let  us  hasten  on  more  rapidly, 
— thy  fainting  spirits  will  revive  in  fresher 
air." 

He  hurried  his  pace  as  he  spoke,  and  glided 
along  with  such  a  curious  stealthy  noiselessness 
that  by  and  by,  Theos  began  dubiously  to  won- 
der whether  after  all,  he  were  a  real  personage 
or  a  phantom  ?  He  noticed  that  his  own  figure 
seemed  to  possess  much  more  substantiality 
and  distinctness  of  outline  than  that  of  this 
mysterious  Zuriel,  whose  very  garments  re- 
sembled floating  cloud  rather  than  actual  woven 
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fabric.  Was  his  companion  then  a  flitting 
Spectre  ?  .  . . 

He  smiled  at  the  absurdity  of  the  idea,  and 
to  change  the  drift  of  his  own  fooHsh  fancies, 
he  asked  suddenly, — "Concerning  this  wondrous 
city  of  Al-Kyris.  .  .  is  it  of  very  ancient  days, 
and  long  lineage  ?" 

''  The  annals  of  its  recorded  history  reach 
over  a  period  of  twelve  thousand  years " — 
replied  Zuriel,  .  .  "  But  'tis  the  present  fashion 
to  count  from  the  Deification  of  Nagaya  or  the 
Snake, — and  according  to  this,  we  are  now  in 
the  nine-hundredth  and  eighty-ninth  year  of 
so-called  Grace  and  Knowledge, — rather  say 
Dishonour  and  Crime  ! .  .  for  a  crueller,  more 
bloodthirsty  creed  than  the  worship  of  Nagaya 
never  debased  a  people  !  Who  shall  number 
up  the  innocent  victims  that  have  been  sacri- 
ficed in  the  great  Temple  of  the  Sacred 
Python ! — and  even  on  this  very  day  which 
has  just  dawned,  another  holocaust  is  to  be 
offered  on  the  Veiled  Shrine, — or  so  it  hath 
been  publicly  proclaimed  throughout  the  city, 
— and  the  crowd  will  flock  to  see  a  virgin's 
blood  spilt  on  the  accursed  altars  Avhere  Lysia, 
in  all  the  potency  of  triumphant  wickedness  pre- 
sides. But  if  the  auguries  of  the  stars  prevail, 
'twill  be   for  the  last  time  !  "     Here  he  paused 
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and  looked  fixedly  at  Theos.  .  .  ''  Thou  dost 
return  straightway  to  Sah-lurna  .  .  is  it  not  so  ?  " 

Theqs  bent  his  head  in  assent. 

"  Art  thou  true  friend,  or  mere  flatterer  to 
that  spoilt  child  of  fair  fame  and  fortune  ?  " 

"  Friend  !  " — cried  Theos  with  eager  enthu- 
siasm, .  .  ''  I  would  give  my  life  to  save  his !  " 

''  Aye  verily  ?  .  .  is  it  so  ?  "  .  .  and  Zuriel's 
melancholy  eyes  dwelt  upon  him  with  a  strange 
and  sombre  wistfulness,  .  .  "  Then,  as  thou  art  a 

man,  persuade  him  out  of  evil  into  good ! 

rouse  him  to  noble  shame  and  nobler  penitence 
for  all  those  faults  which  mar  his  poet-genius 
and  deprive  it  of  immortal  worth  !  . .  .  .  urge  him 
to  depart  from  Al-Kyris,  while  there  is  yet  time 
ere  the  bolt  of  destruction  falls! ....  and,  .  .  mark 
you  well  this  final  warning !  .  .  .  bid  him  to-day 
avoid  the  Temple,  and  beware  the  King !  " — 

As  he  said  this,  he  stopped,  and  extinguished 
the  lamp  he  carried.  There  was  no  longer  any 
need  of  it,  for  a  broad  patch  of  grey  light  fell 
through  an  aperture  in  the  wall,  showing  a  few 
rough  broken  steps  that  led  upwards, — and 
pointing  to  these,  he  bade  the  bewildered  Theos 
a  kindly  farewell. 

"  Thou  wilt  find  Sah-liima's  palace  easily," — 
he  said — "  Not  a  child  in  the  streets  but  knows 
the  way  thither.     Guard  thy  friend  and  be  thy- 
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self  also  on  guard  against  coming  disaster, — 
and  if  thou  art  not  yet  resolved  to  die,  escape 
from  the  city  ere  to-night's  sun-setting.  Soothe 
thy  distempered  fancies  with  thoughts  of  God, 
and  cease  not  to  pray  for  thy  soul's  salvation ! 
Peace  be  with  thee  !  " — 

He  raised  his  hands  with  an  expressive 
gesture  of  benediction,  and  turning  round 
abruptly,  disappeared.  Where  had  he  gone  ?  .  . 
how  had  he  vanished?.  .  It  was  impossible  to 
tell !  .  .  he  seemed  to  have  melted  away  like  a 
mist  into  utter  nothingness  !  Profoundly  per- 
plexed, Theos  ascended  the  steps  before  him, 
his  mind  anxiously  revolving  all  the  strange 
adventures  of  the  night,  while  a  dim  sense  of 
some  unspeakable  coming  calamity  brooded 
darkly  upon  him. 

The  solemn  admonitions  he  had  just  heard 
affected  him  deeply,  for  the  reason  that  they 
appeared  to  apply  so  specially  to  Sah-luma, — 
and  the  idea  that  any  evil  fate  was  in  store  for 
the  bright  beautiful  creature,  whom  he  had, 
oddly  enough,  learned  to  love  more  than  him- 
self, moved  him  to  an  almost  womanish  appre- 
hension. In  case  of  pressing  necessity,  could 
he  exercise  any  authority  over  the  capricious 
movements  of  the  wilful  Laureate,  whose 
egotism    was    so     absolute,    whose    imperious 
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ways    were    so    charming,     whose    commands 
w^ere  never  questioned  ? 

He  doubted  it!  .  .  for  Sah-luma  was  accus- 
tomed to  follow  the  lead  of  his  own  immediate 
pleasure,  in  reckless  scorn  of  consequences, — 
and  it  was  not  likely  he  would  listen  to  the 
persuasions  or  exhortations,  however  friendly, 
of  any  one  presuming  to  run  counter  to  his 
wishes. 

Again  and  again  Theos  asked  himself — "  If 
Sah-luma  of  his  own  accord,  and  despite  all 
warning,  deliberately  rushed  Into  deadly  peril, 
could  I,  even  loving  him  as  I  do,  rescue  him  ?" 
— And  as  he  pondered  on  this,  a  strange 
answer  shaped  Itself  unbidden  in  his  brain — 
an  answer  that  seemed  as  thouorh  It  were 
spoken  aloud  by  some  interior  voice  .  .  "  No, — 
no  ! — ten  thousand  times  no !  You  could  not 
save  him  any  more  than  you  could  save  your- 
self from  the  results  of  your  own  misdoing ! 
If  you  voluntarily  choose  evil,  not  all  the 
forces  in  the  world  can  lift  you  into  good,— ^If 
you  voluntarily  choose  danger,  not  all  the  gods 
can  bring  you  into  safety !  Free  Will  is  the 
divine  condition  attached  to  human  life,  and 
each  man  by  thought,  word  and  deed,  determines 
his  own  fate,  and  decides  his  own  future !  " 

He   sighed  despondlngly,  .  .  a  curious  vague 
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contrition  stirred  within  him,  . .  he  felt  as  though 
he  were  In  some  mysterious  way,  to   blame  for      | 
all  his  poet-friend's  shortcomings  !  \ 

In   a  few  minutes  he  found  himself  on  the      ; 
broad  marble  embankment,  close    to  the    very      j 
spot  from  whence  he  had  first  beheld  the  beautiful      ! 
High    Priestess    sailing    slowly   by    In    all    her      i 
golden  pomp  and  splendour,  and  as  he  thought 
of  her  now,  a  shudder,  half  of  aversion,  half  of 
desire  quivered  through  him,  flushing  his  brows 
with  the  warm  uprising  blood  that  yet  burned 
rebelliously  at  the  remembrance  of  her  witching      | 
perfect  loveliness  !  { 

Here  too  he  had  met  Sah-liima,  .  .  ah  \ 
Heaven  ! — how  many  things  had  happened  , 
since  then  !  .  .  .  how  much  he  had  seen  and  ' 
heard  ! .  .  .  Enough,  at  any  rate,  to  convince  j 
him,  that  the  men  and  women  of  Al-Kyris  . 
were  more  or  less  the  same  as  those  of  other  i 
great  cities  he  seemed  to  have  known  In  far-off  I 
half-forgotten  days, — that  they  plotted  against 
each  other,  deceived  each  other,  accused  each 
other  falsely,  murdered  each  other,  and  were  j 
fools,  traitors  and  egotists  generally,  after  the 
customary  fashion  of  human  pigmies, — that 
they  set  up  a  Sham  to  serve  as  Religion,  Gold 
being  their  only  god, — that  the  rich  wantoned 
In  splendid  luxury,  and  wilfully  neglected  the 
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poor, — that  the  King  was  a  showy  profligate, 
ruled  by  a  treacherous  courtesan,  just  like  many 
other  famous  Kings  and  Princes,  who  because 
of  their  stalwart  martial  bearing,  and  a  certain 
surface  good-nature,  manage  to  conceal  their 
vices  from  the  too-lenient  eyes  of  the  subjects 
they  mislead, — and  that  finally,  all  things  were 
evidently  tending  towards  some  great  con- 
vulsion and  upheaval,  possibly  arising  from 
discontent  and  dissension  among  the  citizens 
themselves, — or,  likelier  still,  from  the  sudden 
invasion  of  a  foreign  foe, — for  any  more  terrific 
termination  of  events  did  not  just  then  suggest 
itself  to  his  imagination. 

Absorbed  in  thought,  he  walked  some  paces 
along  the  embankment,  before  he  perceived  that 
a  number  of  people  were  already  assembled 
there, — men,  women  and  children  who,  crowd- 
ing eagerly  together  to  the  very  edge  of  the 
parapet,  appeared  to  be  anxiously  watching  the 
waters  below. 

What  unusual  sight  attracted  them  ? .  .  and 
why  were  they  all  so  silent  as  though  struck 
dumb  by  some  unutterable  dismay  ?  One  or 
two,  raising  their  heads,  turned  their  pale 
alarmed  faces  towards  Theos  as  he  approached, 
their  eyes  seeming  to  mutely  enquire  his 
opinion,  concerning  the  alarming  phenomenon 
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which  held  them  thus  spell-bound  and  fear- 
stricken. 

He  made  his  way  quickly  to  where  they 
stood,  and  looking  where  they  looked,  uttered  a 
sharp  involuntary  exclamation,  ....  the  river, 
the  clear,  rippling  river  was  i-ed  as  blood! 
Beneath  the  slowly  breaking  light  of  dawn,  that 
streaked  the  heavens  with  delicate  lines  of 
silver-grey  and  daffodil,  the  whole  visible  length 
and  breadth  of  the  heaving  waters  shone  with 
a  darkly  flickering  crimson  hue,  deeper  than  the 
lustre  of  the  deepest  ruby,  flowing  sluggishly 
the  while  as  though  clogged  with  some  thick 
and  weedy  slime. 

As  the  sky  brightened  gradually  into  a  pale 
ethereal  blue,  so  the  tide  became  ruddier  and 
more  pronounced  in  colour, — and  presently,  as 
though  seized  by  a  resisdess  panic,  the  group 
of  staring,  terrified  bystanders  broke  up  sud- 
denly, and  rushed  away  in  various  directions, 
covering  their  faces  as  they  fled  and  uttering 
loud  cries  of  lamentation  and  despair. 

Theos  alone  remained  behind,  . .  resting  his 
folded  arms  on  the  sculptured  balustrade,  he 
gazed  down,  down  into  those  crimson  depths  till 
their  strange  tint  dazzled  and  confused  his  sight, 
— looking  up  for  relief  to  the  eastern  horizon 
where    the    sun   was  just   bursting  out   m   full 
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splendour  from  a  pavilion  of  violet  cloud,  the 
red  reflection  was  still  before  his  eyes,  so 
much  so,  that  the  very  air  seemed  flushed 
with  spreading  fire. 

And  then  like  the  sound  of  a  tocsin  ringing  in 
his  ears,  the  words  of  the  Prophet  Khosriil  as 
pronounced  in  the  presence  of  the  King,  recurred 
to  his  memory  with  new  and  suggestive  force. 
''Blood, — blood !  'tis  a  scarlet  sea  wherein  like 
a  broken  and  empty  ship  Al-Ky^ds  founders, — 
founders  never  to  rise  again  !  " 

Still  painfully  oppressed  by  an  increasing 
sense  of  some  swift-approaching  disaster,  his 
thoughts  once  more  reverted  anxiously  to  Sah- 
luma.  He  must  be  warned, — yes  ! — even  if  he 
disdained  all  warning  !  Yet,  .  .  warn  him  against 
what  ?  ''Bid  him  avoid  the  Temple  and  beware 
the  King  !'' 

So  had  said  Zuriel  the  Mystic, — but  to  the 
laurelled  favorite  of  the  monarch  and  idol  of 
the  people,  such  an  admonition  would  seem 
more  than  absurd  !  It  was  useless  to  talk  to 
him  about  the  prophecies  of  Khosrul, — he  had 
heard  them  all,  and  laughed  them  to  scorn. 

''  How  can  I  " — then  mused  Theos  disconso- 
lately,— "  How  can  I  make  him  believe  that 
some  undeclared  evil  threatens  him,  when  he  is 
at  the  very  pinnacle  of  fame  and  fortune  with 
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all  Al-Kyrls  at  his  feet  ? .  .  He  would  never 
listen  to  me, .  .  .  nor  would  any  persuasions  of 
mine  induce  him  to  leave  'the  city  where  his 
name  is  so  glorious  and  his  renown  so  firmly 
established.  Of  Lysia's  treachery  I  may 
perhaps  convince  him,  .  .  .  yet  even  in  this 
attempt  I  may  fail,  and  incur  his  hatred  for 
my  pains !  If  I  had  only  myself  to  con- 
sider ! .  . ." — And  here  his  reflections  suddenly 
took  a  strange  unbidden  turn.  If  he  had 
only  himself  to  consider ! . .  well,  what  then  ? 
Was  it  not  just  within  the  bounds  of  pro- 
bability that,  under  the  same  circumstances, 
he  might  be  precisely  as  self-willed, 
and  as  haughtily  opiniated  as  the  friend 
whose  arrogance  he  deplored  yet  could  not 
alter  ? 

So  pointed  a  suggestion  was  not  exactly 
suited  to  his  immediate  humour,  and  he  felt 
curiously  vexed  with  himself  for  indulging  in 
such  a  foolish  association  of  ideas !  The 
positions  were  entirely  different,  he  argued, 
angrily  addressing  the  troublesome  inward 
monitor  that  every  now  and  then  tormented 
him, — there  was  no  resemblance  whatever 
between  himself,  the  unknown  unfamed 
wanderer  in  a  strange  land,  and  the  brilliant 
Sah-luma,  chosen  Poet  Laureate  of  the  realm  ! 
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No  resemblance,  . .  none  at  all ! .  .  he  reiterated 
over  and  over  again  in  his  own  mind,  .  .  except 
.  .  .  except,  .  .  .  well !  .  .  except  in  perhaps  a  few 
trifling  touches  of  character  and  temper  that  were 
scarcely  worth  the  noting !  At  this  juncture, 
his  uncomfortable  reverie  was  interrupted  by 
the  sound  of  a  harsh  metallic  voice  close 
behind  him. 

"  What  fools  there  are  in  the  world  !  "  said 
the  voice  in  emphatic  accents  of  supreme  con- 
tempt— "  What  braying  asses  ! — What  earth- 
snouting  swine  !  Saw  you  not  yon  crowd  of 
whimpering  idiots  flying  helter-skelter  like  chaff 
before  the  wind,  weeping,  wailing,  and  bem.oan- 
ing  their  miserable  little  sins,  scattering  dust 
on  their  addled  pates,  and  howling  on  their 
gods  for  mercy, — all  forsooth !  because  for 
once  in  their  unobserving  lives  they  behold 
the  river  red  instead  of  green  !  Ay  me  !  'tis 
a  thing  to  laugh  at,  this  crass  and  brutish 
ignorance  of  the  multitude, — no  teaching  will 
ever  cleanse  their  minds  from  the  cobwebs 
of  vulgar  superstition, — and  I,  in  common  with 
every  wise  and  worthy  sage  of  sound  repute 
and  knowledge,  must  needs  waste  all  my 
scientific  labours  on  a  perpetually  ungrateful 
public ! " 

Turning    hastily    round     Theos    confronted 
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the  speaker, — a  tall  spare  man  with  a  pale 
clean-shaven  intellectual  face,  small  shrewd 
speculative  eyes  and  very  straight,  neatly-parted 
locks, — a  man  on  whose  every  lineament  was 
expressed  a  profound  belief  in  himself,  and 
an  equally  profound  scorn  for  the  opinions  of 
any  one  who  might  possibly  presume  to  dis- 
agree with  him.  He  smiled  condescendingly 
as  he  met  Theos's  half-surprised,  half-enquiring 
look,  and  saluted  him  with  a  gravely  pompous 
air,  which  however,  was  not  without  a  saving 
touch  of  that  indescribable  easy  grace  which 
seemed  to  distinguish  the  manners  of  all  the 
inhabitants  of  Al-Kyris.  Theos  returned 
the  salutation  with  equal  gravity,  whereupon 
the  new-comer  waving  his  hand  majestically, 
continued  : 

"  You  sir,  I  see,  are  young,  .  .  and  probably 
you  are  enrolled  among  the  advanced  students 
of  one  or  other  of  our  great  collegiate  institu- 
tions,— therefore  the  peculiar,  though  not  at  all 
unnatural  tint  of  the  river  this  morning,  is  of 
course  no  m^ystery  to  you,  if  as  I  presume,  you 
follow  the  Scientific  Classes  of  Instruction  in 
the  Physiology  of  Nature,  the  Manifestation  of 
Simple  and  Complex  Motive  Force,  and  the 
Perpetual  Evolution  of  Atoms?" 

Theos  smiled, — the  grandiloquent  manner 
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of  this  self-important  individual  amused 
him. 

"  Most  worthy  sir,"  he  replied,  ''  you  form 
too  favourable  an  opinion  of  my  scholarly 
attainments !  I  am  a  stranger  In  Al-Kyrls, — 
and  know  naught  of  Its  educational  system,  or 
the  interior  mechanism  of  its  wondrous  civiliza- 
tion !  I  come  from  far-off  lands,  where  if  I 
remember  rightly,  much  Is  taught  and  but  little 
retained, — where  petty  pedagogues  persist  in 
dragging  new  generations  of  men  through  old 
and  worn-out  ruts  of  knowledge  that  future  ages 
shall  never  have  need  of,  .  .  and  concerning 
even  the  progress  of  science,  I  confess  to  a 
certain  Incredulity,  seeing  that  to  my  mind 
Science  somewhat  resembles  a  straieht  line 
drawn  clear  across  country  but  leading,  alas  ! 
to  an  ocean  wherein  all  landmarks  are  lost 
and  sw^allowed  up  In  blankness.  Over  and 
ever  again  the  human  race  has  trodden  the 
same  pathway  of  research, — over  and  over 
again  has  it  stood  bewildered  and  baffled  on 
the  shores  of  the  same  vast  sea, — the  most 
marvellous  discoveries  are  after  all  mere  child's 
play  compared  to  the  tremendous  secrets  that 
must  remain  for  ever  unrevealed  ;  and  the  poor 
and  trifling  comprehension  of  things  that 
we,    after    a    life-time    of    study,    succeed     In 
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attaining,  is  only  just  sufficient  to  add  to 
our  already  burdened  existence,  the  undesir- 
able clogs  of  discontent  and  disappointed 
endeavour.  We  die,^n  almost  as  much 
ignorance  as  we  were  born,  .  .  and  when 
we  come  face  to  face  with  the  Last  Dark 
Mystery,  what  shall  our  little  wisdom  profit 
us  r 

With  his  arms  folded  in  an  attitude  of 
enforced  patience  and  complacent  superiority, 
the  other  listened. 

"  Curious, . .  curious  !  "  he  murmured  in  a 
mild  solto-voce, — ''  A  would-be  pessimist ! — aye, 
aye, — 'tis  very  greatly  the  fashion  for  young 
men  in  these  days  to  assume  the  manner  of 
elderly  and  exhausted  cynics  who  have  tried 
everything  and  approve  of  nothing  !  '  Tis  a 
strange  craze ! — but  my  good  sir,  let  us  keep  to 
the  subject  at  present  under  discussion.  Like 
all  unripe  philosophers,  you  wander  from  the 
point.  I  did  not  ask  you  for  your  opinion 
concerning  the  uselessness,  or  the  efficiency  of 
learning, — I  merely  sought  to  discover  whether 
you,  like  the  silly  throng  that  lately  scattered 
right  and  left  of  you,  had  any  foolish  fore- 
bodings respecting  the  transformed  colour  of 
this  river, — a  colour,  which  however  seeming- 
peculiar,  arises,  as  all  good  scholars  know,  from 
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causes    that    are    perfectly    simple    and    easily 
explainable." 

Theos  hesitated, — his  eyes  wandered  in- 
voluntarily to  the  flowing  tide,  which  now  with 
the  fully  risen  sun  seemed  more  than  ever 
brilliant  and  lurid  in  its  sanguinary  hue. 

"  Strange  things  have  been  said  of  late  con 
cerning  Al-Kyris, — "  he  answered  at  last, 
slowly  and  after  a  thoughtful  pause, — "  Things 
that  though  wild  and  vague,  are  not  without 
certain  dark  presages,  and  ominous  suggestions. 
This  crimson  flood  may  be,  as  you  say,  the 
natural  effect  of  purely  natural  causes, — yet 
notwithstanding  this,  it  seems  to  me  a  singular 
phenomenon — nay,  even  a  weird  and  almost 
fatal  augury  !  " 

His  companion  laughed — a  gentle  careless 
laugh  of  amused  disdain. 

*'  Phenomenon  ! .  .  augury  ! .  .  "  he  exclaimed 
shrugging  his  shoulders  lightly  ..."  These 
words,  my  young  friend,  are  terms  that  now- 
adays belong  exclusively  to  the  vocabulary  of 
the  uneducated  masses  ; — we, — and  by  we,  I 
mean  scientists,  and  men  of  the  highest 
culture, — have  long  ago  rejected  them  as 
unmeaning  and  therefore  unnecessary.  Phe- 
nomenon is  a  particularly  vile  expression, 
serving  merely  to  designate  anything  wonder 
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ful  and  uncommon, — whereas   to  the  scientific 
eye,  there    is    nothing    left    in    the   world    that 
ought   to    excite   so  vulgar    and   barbarous    an 
emotion    as    wonder,  . .  nothing    so    apparently 
rare  that  cannot   be  reduced  at  once   from  the 
ignorant    exaggerations    of  enthusiasm    to    the 
sensible    level     of    the    common-place !      The 
so-called  '  marvels  '  of  Nature   have,  thanks  to 
the  advancement  of  practical  education,  entirely 
ceased  to  affect  by  either  surprise  or  admira- 
tion    the     carefully-matured,     mathematically- 
adjusted  and  technically-balanced  brain  of  the 
finished  student  or  professor  of  Organic  Evolu- 
tion,— and    as   for   the    idea    of    '  auguries '    or 
portents,  nothing  could  well   be   more  entirely 
at    variance  with   our   present   system  of  pro- 
gressive learning,  whereby  Human   Reason   is 
trained  and    taught   to   pulverize  into  Indistin- 
guishable   atoms  all   supernatural  propositions, 
and  to  gradually  eradicate   from  the  mind  the 
absurd  notion  of  a  Deity   or  deities,  whom   It 
is  necessary  to  propitiate  in  order  to  live  well. 
Much    time    is    of   course  required  to  elevate 
the  multitude  above  all  desire  for  a  Religion, — 
but  the  seed  has  been  sown,  and  the  harvest 
will   be  reaped,   and  a  glorious   Era  Is  fast  ap- 
proaching, when  the  free-thinking,  free-speaking 
people  of  all  nations,   shall  govern  themselves 
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and  rejoice  in  the  grand  and  God-less  Light  oi 
Universal  Liberty ! " 

Somewhat  heated  by  the  fervour  of  his 
declamatory  utterance,  he  passed  his  hand 
among  his  straight  locks,  whether  to  cool  his 
forehead,  or  to  show  off  the  numerous  jewelled 
rings  on  his  fingers,  it  was  difficult  to  say,  and 
continued  more  calmly  .  . 

''  No,  young  sir  ! — the  colour  of  this  river, — 
a  colour  which  I  willingly  admit,  resembles  the 
tint  of  flowing  human  blood, — has  naught  to 
do  with  foolish  omens  and  forecasts  of  evil, — 
'tis  simply  caused  by  the  influx  of  some  foreign 
alluvial  matter,  probably  washed  down  by 
storm  from  the  sides  of  the  distant  mountains 
whence  these  waters  have  their  rising, — see 
you  not  how  the  tide  is  thick  and  heavy  with 
an  unfloatable  cargo  of  red  sand  ?  Some 
sudden  disturbance  of  the  soil, — or  a  volcanic 
movement  underneath  the  ocean, — or  even  a 
distant  earthquake,  .  .  any  of  these  may  be  the 
reason." 

"  May  be  ? — why  not  say  7nus^  be,"  observed 
Theos  half  ironically  "since  learning  makes 
you  sure  !  " 

His  companion  pressed  the  tips  of  his  fingers 
delicately  together,  as  though  blandly  depre- 
cating this  observation. 
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"  Nay  nay  ! — none  of  us  however  wise  can 
say  '  mttst  be '  " — he  argued  suavely — *'  It  Is  not, 
— strictly  speaking", — possible  in  this  world  to 
pronounce  an  incontestable  certainty." 

"  Not  even  that  two  and  two  are  four  ? " 
suggested  Theos,  smiling. 

"  Not  even  that ! ''  replied  the  other  with 

perfect  gravity — "  Inasmuch  as  in  the  kingdom 
of  Hypharus  whose  borders  touch  ours,  the 
inhabitants,  also  highly  civilized,  do  count  their 
quantities  by  a  totally  different  method  ; — and 
to  them  two  and  two  are  7iot  four,  the  numbers 
two  and  four  not  being  Included  in  their  system 
of  figures.  Thus, — a  Professor  from  the  Colleges 
of  Hypharus  could  obstinately  deny  what  to  us 
seems  the  plainest  fact  known  to  common-sense, 
— yet,  were  I  to  argue  against  him  I  should 
never  persuade  him  out  of  his  theory, — nor  could 
he  move  me  one  jot  from  mine.  And  viewed 
from  our  differing  stand-points  therefore,  the 
first  simple  multiplication  of  numbers  could 
never  be  proved  correct  beyond  all  question  !  " 

Theos  glanced  at  him  in  wonder, — the  man 
must  be  mad,  he  thought,  since  surely  any  one 
in  his  senses  could  see  that  two  objects  placed 
with  other  two,  must  necessarily  make  four  ! 

"  I  confess  you  surprise  me  greatly,  sir!  " — 
he  said,  and  in  spite  of  himself,  a  little  quiver 
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of  laughter  shook  his  voice. .  ''  What  I  asked 
was  by  way  of  jest, — and  I  never  thought  to 
hear  so  simple  a  subject  treated  with  so  much 
profound  and  almost  doubting  seriousness ! 
See  ! " — and  he  picked  up  four  small  stones 
from  the  roadway — "  Count  these  one  by  one, 
. .  how  many  have  you  ?  Surely  even  a  pro- 
fessor from  Hypharus  could  find  no  more,  and 
no  less  than  four  ?  " 

•  Very  deliberately,  and  with  unruffled  equa- 
nimity, the  other  took  the  pebbles  in  his  hand, 
turned  them  over  and  over,  and  finally  placed 
them  in  a  row  on  the  edge  of  the  balustrade 
near  which  he  stood. 

"  There  seem  to  be  four,  ..."  he  then  observed 
placidly — "  But  I  would  not  swear  to  it, — nor  to 
anything  else  of  which  the  actuality  is  only  sup- 
ported by  the  testimony  of  my  own  eyes  and 
sense  of  touch." 

"  Good  heavens,  man!"  cried  Theos,  in  amaze- 
ment,— ''  But  a  moment  since,  you  were  praising 
the  excellence  of  Reason,  and  the  progressive 
system  of  learning  that  was  to  educate  human 
beings  into  a  contempt  for  the  Supernatural  and 
Spiritual,  and  yet  almost  in  the  same  breath  you 
tell  me  you  cannot  rely  on  the  evidence  of  your 
own  senses !  Was  there  ever  anything  more 
utterly  incoherent  and  irrational!" 
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And  he  flung  the  pebbles  Into  the  redly- 
flowing  river  with  a  gesture  of  irritation  and 
impatience.  The  scientist, — If  scientist  he  could 
be  called, — gazed  at  him  abstractedly,  and 
stroked  his  well-shaven  chin  with  a  somewhat 
dejected  air.  Presently  heaving  a  deep  sigh, 
he  said  : 

"Alas,  I  have  again  betrayed  myself !.. 'tis 
my  fatal  destiny  !  Always  by  some  unlooked-for 
mischance,  I  am  compelled  to  avow  what  most 
I  desire  to  conceal  !  Can  you  not  understand, 
sir," — and  he  laid  his  hand  persuasively  on 
Theos's  arm, — "  that  a  Theory  may  be  one 
thing  and  one's  own  private  opinion  another  ? 
My  Theory  Is  my  profession, — I  live  by  it ! 
Suppose  I  resigned  It, — well,  then  I  should 
also  have  to  resign  my  present  position  in 
the  Royal  Institutional  College, — my  house, 
my  servants  and  my  income.  I  advance  the 
Interests  of  pure  Human  Reason,  because 
the  Age  has  a  tendency  to  place  Reason  as 
the  first  and  highest  attribute  of  Man, — and 
it  would  not  pay  me  to  pronounce  my  per- 
sonal preference  for  the  natural  and  vastly 
superior  gift  of  Intellectual  Instinct.  I  advise 
my  scholars  to  become  atheists,  because  I  per- 
ceive they  have  a  positive  passion  for  Atheism, 
and  It  Is  not  my  business,  nor  would  it  be  to 
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my  advantage  to  Interfere  with  the  declared 
predilections  of  my  wealthiest  patrons.  Con- 
cerning my  own  ideas  on  these  matters, 
they  are  absolutely  nil,  ...  I  have  no  fixed 
principles, — because" — and  his  brows  contract- 
ed in  a  puzzled  line — "it  is  entirely  out 
of  my  ability  to  fix  anything !  The  whole 
world  of  manners  and  morals  is  in  a  state 
of  perpetual  ferment  and  consequent  change, 
— equally  restless  and  mutable  Is  the  world 
of  Nature,  for  at  any  moment  mountains 
may  become  plains,  and  plains  mountains, — 
the  dry  land  may  be  converted  into  oceans, 
and  oceans  into  dry  land,  and  so  on  for  ever. 
In  this  incessant  shifting  of  the  various  parti- 
cles that  make  up  the  Universe,  how  can  you 
expect  a  man  to  hold  fast  to  so  unstable  a 
thing  as  an  Idea!  And,  respecting  the  testi- 
mony offered  by  sight  and  sense,  can  you  rely 
upon  such  slippery  evidence  ?" 

Theos  moved  uneasily, — a  slight  shiver  ran 
through  his  veins,  and  a  momentary  dizziness 
seized  him,  as  of  one  who  gazing  down  from 
some  lofty  mountain-peak  sees  naught  below 
but  the  white  deceptive  blankness  of  a  mist  that 
veils  the  deeper  deathful  chasms  from  his  eyes. 
Could  he  rely  on  sight  and  sense  ?  . .  dared  he 
take  oath  that  these  frail  guides  of  his   intelli- 
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gence  could  never  be  deceived  ?  .  .  Doubtfully 
he  mused  on  this,  while  his  companion  con- 
tinued : 

"  For  example,  I  look  an  arm's  length  into 
space,  . .  my  eyes  assure  me  that  I  behold  nothing 
save  empty  air, — my  touch  corroborates  the 
assertion  of  my  eyes, — and  yet,  .  .  Science  proves 
to  me  that  every  inch  of  that  arm's  length  of 
supposed  blank  space  is  filled  with  thousands  of 
minute  living  organisms  that  no  human  vision 
shall  ever  be  able  to  note  or  examine  !  Wonder 
not  therefore,  that  I  decline  to  express  absolute 
confidence  in  any  fact,  however  seemingly- 
obvious,  such  as  that  two  and  two  are  four, 
and  that  I  prefer  to  say  the  blood-red  colour  of 
this  river  may  be  caused  by  an  earth-tremor  or 
a  land-slip,  rather  than  positively  assert  that  it 
must  be  so  ; — though  I  confess  that  as  far  as  my 
knowledge  guides  me,  I  incline  to  the  belief  that 
*  must  be '  is  in  this  instance,  the  correct  term." 

He  sighed  again,  and  rubbed  his  nose  per- 
plexedly. Theos  glanced  at  him  curiously, 
uncertain  whether  to  laugh  at  or  pity  him. 

"Then  the  upshot  of  all  your  learning,  sir, .  .  '^ 
he  said  .  .  "is  that  one  can  never  be  quite 
certain  of  anything  ?  " 

"  Exactly  so  !  " — replied  the  pensive  sage 
with  a  grave  shake  of  his  head, — "  Judged  by 

170 


THE  CRIMSON  RIVER. 

the  very  finest  lines  of  metaphysical  argument, 
you  cannot  really  be  sure  whether  you  behold 
in  me  a  Person  or  a  Phantasm  !  You  think  you 
see  me, — I  think  I  see  you, — but  after  all  it  is 
only  an  impression  mutually  shared, — an  im- 
pression which  like  many  another,  less  distinct, 
may  be  entirely  erroneous  !  Ah,  my  dear  young 
sir ! — education  is  advancing  at  a  very  rapid 
rate,  and  the  art  of  close  analysis  is  reaching 
such  a  pitch  of  perfection  that  I  believe  we 
shall  soon  be  able  logically  to  prove,  not  only 
that  we  do  not  actually  exist,  but  moreover 
that  we  never  have  existed !  .  .  And  herein, 
as  I  consider,  will  be  the  final  triumph  of 
philosophy  !  " 

"  A  poor  triumph  !  "  —  murmured  Theos 
wearily  .  .  "  What,  in  such  a  case,  w^ould 
become  of  all  the  nobler  sentiments  and 
passions  of  man, — love,  hope,  gratitude,  duty, 
ambition  ?  " 

*'  They  would  be  precisely  the  same  as 
before  " — rejoined  the  other  complacently — 
*'  Only  we  should  have  learned  to  accept  them 
merely  as  the  means  whereby  to  sustain  the 
impressio7t  that  we  live, — an  impression  which 
would  always  be  agreeable,  however  delusive  ! " 

Theos  shrugged  his  shoulders.  **  You  pos- 
sess a  peculiarly  constituted    mind,  sir  !  " — he 
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said — "  And  I  congraculate  you  on  the  skill  you 
display  In  following  out  a  somewhat  puzzling 
investigation  to  almost  its  last  halrsbreadth 
of  a  conclusion, — but  .  .  pardon  me, — I  should 
scarcely  think  the  discussion  of  such  debate- 
able  theories  conducive  to  happiness  ?  " 

**  Happiness  !  "  .  .  and  the  scientist  smiled 
scornfully, — "  'TIs  a  fool's  term,  and  designates 
a  state  of  being  that  can  only  pertain  to  foolish- 
ness !  Show  me  a  perfectly  happy  man,  and  I 
will  show  you  an  Ignorant  witling,  light-headed, 
hard-hearted,  and  of  a  most  powerfully  good 
digestion  !  Many  such  there  be  now  wanton- 
ing among  us,  and  the  head  and  chief  of  them 
all  is  perhaps  the  most  popular  numskull  in 
Al-Kyrls,  .  .  the  Poet, — bah!  .  .  let  us  say  the 
braying  Jack-ass  In  office, — the  laurelled  Sah- 
luma  ! " 

Theos  gave  an  Indignant  start, — the  hot 
colour  flushed  his  brows,  .  .  then,  he  restrained 
himself  by  an  effort. 

"  Control  the  fashion  of  your  speech,  I  pray 
you  sir  !  "  he  said,  with  excessive  haughtiness — 
*'  The  noble  Laureate  Is  my  friend  and  host, —  I 
suffer  no  man  to  use  his  name  unworthily  In 
my  presence  !  " 

The  sage  drew  back,  and  spread  out  his 
hands  in  a  pacifying  manner. 
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**  Oh,  I  crave  your  pardon,  good  stranger !  " — 
he  murmured,  with  a  kind  of  apologetic  satire 
in  his  acrid  voice, — ''  I  crave  it  most  abjectly! 
Yet  to  somewhat  excuse  the  hastiness  of  my 
words,  I  would  explain  that  a  contempt  for 
poets  and  poetry  is  now  universal  among 
persons  of  profound  enlightenment  and  prac- 
tical knowledge..." 

'*  I  am  aware  of  it !  "  interrupted  Theos 
swiftly  and  with  passion — ''  I  am  aware  that 
so-called  '  wise '  men,  rooted  in  narrow  pre- 
judice, with  a  smattering  of  even  narrower  logic, 
presume,  out  of  their  immeasurable  littleness,  to 
decry  and  make  mock  of  the  truly  great,  who, 
thanks  to  God's  unpurchasable  gift  of  in- 
spiration can  do  without  the  study  of  books 
or  the  teaching  of  pedants, — who  flare  through 
the  world  flame-winged  and  full  of  song,  like 
angels  passing  heavenward, — and  whose  voices, 
rich  with  music,  not  only  sanctify  the  by-gone 
ages,  but  penetrate  with  echoing,  undying 
sweetness  the  ages  still  to  come  !  Contempt 
for  poets  ! — Aye,  'tis  common  ! — the  petty 
boastful  pedagogues  of  surface  learning  ever 
look  askance  on  these  kino-s  in  exile,  these 
emperors  masked,  these  gods  disguised  !  .  .  but 
humiliated,  condemned  or  rejected,  they  are 
still  the  supreme  rulers  of  the  human  heart, — 
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and  a  Love-Ode  chanted  In  the  Long-Ago  by- 
one  such  fire-Hpped  minstrel,  outlasts  the  history 
of  many  kingdoms  !  " 

He  spoke  with  rapid,  almost  unconscious 
fervour,  and  as  he  ended,  raised  one  hand  with 
an  enthusiastic  gesture  towards  the  now  brilliant 
sapphire  sky  and  glowing  sun.  The  scientist 
looked  at  him  furtively  and  smiled, — a  bland 
expostulatory  smile. 

"  Oh,  you  are  young ! — you  must  be  very 
young!"  he  said  forbearingly  .  .  "In  a  little 
time  you  will  grow  out  of  all  this  ill-judged 
fanaticism  for  an  Art,  the  pursuance  of  which 
is  really  only  wasted  labour !  Think  of  the 
absurdity  of  It ! — what  can  be  more  foolish 
than  the  writing  of  verse  to  express  or  to 
encourage  emotion  In  the  human  subject,  when 
the  great  aim  of  education  at  the  present  day, 
Is  to  carefully  eradicate  emotion  by  degrees, 
till  we  succeed  In  completely  suppressing  It  ? 
An  outburst  of  feeling  Is  always  vulgar, — 
the  highest  culture  consists  In  being  impassively 
equable  of  temperament,  and  absolutely  In- 
different to  the  attacks  of  either  joy  or  sorrow. 
I  should  be  inclined  to  ask  you  to  consider  this 
matter  more  seriously,  and  from  the  strictly 
common-sense  point  of  view,  did  I  not  know  that 
for  you  to  undertake  a  course  of  useful  medita- 
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tion  while  you  remain  in  Sah-luma's  companion- 
ship, would  be  impossible,  .  .  quite  impossible ! 
Nevertheless  our  discourse  has  been  so  far 
interesting,  that  I  shall  be  happy  to  meet  you 
again  and  give  you  an  opportunity  for  further 
converse  should  you  desire  it,  .  .  ask  for  the 
Head  Professor  of  Scientific  Positivism,  any  day 
m  the  Strangers'  Court  of  the  Royal  Institutional 
College,  and  I  will  at  once  receive  you  !  My 
name  is  Mira-Khabur, — Professor  MIra-Khabur 
....  at  your  service  !  " 

And  laying  one  hand  on  his  breast  he  bowed 
profoundly. 

'*  A  Professor  of  Positivism  who  Is  himselt 
never  positive  !  " — observed  Theos  with  a  slight 
smile. 

"  Ah  pardon  !  "  returned  the  other  gravely — 
**  On  the  contrary,  I  am  always  positive  ...  of 
the  ^mposltlveness  of  Positivism  !  " 

And  with  this  final  vindication  of  his  theories 
he  made  another  stately  obeisance  and  went 
his  way.  Theos  looked  after  his  tall  retreating 
figure  half  In  sadness,  half  In  scorn.  This 
proudly-Incompetent,  learned  -  Ignorant  Mira- 
Khabur  was  no  uncommon  character, — surely 
there  were  many  like  him  ! 

Somewhere  in  the  world, — somewhere  in  far 
lands   of  which   the    memory  was    now    as  In- 
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distinct  as  the  outline  of  receding  shores 
blurred  by  a  falling  mist,  Theos  seemed  pain- 
fully to  call  to  mind  certain  cold-blooded 
casuists  he  had  known,  who  had  attempted  to 
explain  away  the  mysteries  of  life  and  death  by 
rule-and-line  calculations,  and  who  for  no  other 
reason  than  their  mathematically-argued  denial 
of  God's  existence  had  gained  for  themselves 
a  temporary  spurious  celebrity.  Yes  !  .  .  surely 
he  had  met  such  men,  .  .  but. — where  ?  Real- 
izing with  a  sort  of  shock,  that  he  was  quite 
as  much  in  the  dark  as  ever  with  regard  to  any 
real  cognisance  of  his  former  place  of  abode 
and  the  manner  of  life  he  must  have  led  before 
he  entered  this  bewildering  city  of  Al-Kyris, 
he  roused  himself  abruptly,  and  resolutely 
banishing  the  heavy  thoughts  that  threatened 
to  oppress  his  soul,  he  began  without  further 
delay  to  direct  his  steps  towards  Sah-luma's 
palace. 

He  glanced  once  more  at  the  river  before 
leaving  the  embankment, — it  was  still  blood- 
red,  and  every  now  and  then  between  the 
sluggish  ripples,  multitudes  of  dead  fish  could 
be  seen  drifting  along  in  shoals,  and  tangled  in 
nets  of  slimy  weed,  that  at  a  little  distance  looked 
like  the  floating  tresses  of  drowned  women. 

It  was  an  uncanny  sight,  and  though  it  might 
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certainly  be  as  the  wise  Mira-Khabur  had 
stated,  the  purely  natural  effect  of  purely  natural 
causes,  still  those  natural  causes  were  not  as  yet 
explained  satisfactorily.  An  earthquake  or  a 
landslip  would  perhaps  account  sufficiently  for 
everything, — but  then  an  enquiring  mind  would 
desire  to  know  where  the  earthquake  or  landslip 
occurred, — and  also  why  these  supposed  far-off 
disturbances  should  thus  curiously  affect  the 
river  surrounding  Al-Kyris  ?  Answers  to  such 
questions  as  these  were  not  forthcoming  either 
from  Professor  Mira-Khabur  or  any  other 
sagacious  pundit, — and  Theos  was  therefore 
still  most  illogically  and  unscientifically  puzzled, 
as   well  as   superstitiously  uneasy. 

Turning   up  a   side    street,  he  quickened  his 
pace,  in  order  to  overtake  a  young  vendor  of  wines 
whom  he  perceived  sauntering  along  in  front  of 
him,    balancing  a   flat   tray,    loaded    with  thin 
crystal  flasks,    on    his    head.      How    gloriously 
the  sunshine  quivered  through  those  delicately- 
tinted  glass  bottles,   lighting  up  the  glittering 
liquid  contained  within  them  ! — why,  they  looked 
more  like  soap-bubbles  than  anything  else !  .  . 
and  the  boy  who  carried  them  moved  with  such 
a   lazy  noiseless  grace  that  he  might  have  been 
taken  for  a  dream-sylph  rather  than  a  human 
beine  ! 
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*'  Hola  my  lad  !  "  called  Theos  running  after 
him  .  .  ''  Tell  me, — Is  this  the  way  to  the  palace 
of  the  King's  Laureate  ? " 

The  youth  looked  up, — what  a  beautiful 
creature  he  was,  with  his  brilliant  dark  eyes 
and  dusky  warm  complexion ! 

"  Why  ask  for  the  King's  Laureate  ?  "  he 
demanded  with  a  pretty  scorn, — ''  The  people  s 
Sah-luma  lives  yonder  !  " —  and  he  pointed  to  a 
mass  of  towering  palms  from  whose  close  and 
graceful  frondage  a  white  dome  rose  glistening 
in  the  clear  air, — "  Our  Poet's  fame  is  not  the 
outPTowth  of  a  mere  king^'s  favour, — 'tis  the 
glad  and  willing  tribute  of  the  Nation's  love 
and  praise  !  A  truce  to  monarchs ! — they  will 
soon  be  at  a  discount  In  Al-Kyris!" 

And  with  a  flashing  glance  of  defiance,  and  a 
saucy  smile,  he  passed  on,  easily  sauntering  as 
before. 

"A  budding  republican!"  thought  Theos 
amusedly  as  he  pursued  his  course  in  the 
direction  indicated.  "  That  is  how  the  '  liberty, 
equality,  fraternity '  system  always  begins, — 
first  among  street-boys,  who  think  they  ought 
to  be  gentlemen, — then  among  shopkeepers 
who  persuade  themselves  that  they  deserve  to 
be  peers, — then  comes  a  time  of  topsey-turve)'- 
dom   and  fierce     contention,    and     by    and    by 
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everything  gets  shaken  together  again  In  the 
form  of  a  Repubhc,  wherein  the  street-boys  and 
shopkeepers  are  not  a  whit  better  off  than  they 
were  under  a  monarchy — they  become  neither 
peers  nor  gentlemen,  but  stay  exactly  In  their 
original  places,  with  the  disadvantage  of  finding 
their  trade  decidedly  damaged  by  the  change 
that  has  occurred  In  the  national  economy  ! 
Strange  that  the  inhabitants  of  this  world 
should  make  such  a  fuss  about  resisting  tyranny 
and  oppression,  when  each  particular  individual 
man,  by  custom  and  usage,  tyrannizes  over  and 
oppresses  his  fellow-man  to  an  extent  that 
w^ould  be  simply  impossible  to  the  fiercest 
kings  !  " 

Thus  meditating,  a  few  steps  more  brought 
him  to  the  entrance  of  Sah-luria's  princely 
abode, — the  gates  stood  wide  open,  and  a 
pleasant  murmur  of  laughter  and  soft  singing 
floated  towards  him  across  the  splendid  court 
where  the  great  fountains  were  tossing  up  to 
the  bright  sky  their  straight  glistening  columns 
of  snowy  spray.  He  listened, — and  his  heart 
leaped  with  an  intense  relief  and  joy, — Sah-luma, 
the  beloved  Sah-luma,  was  evidently  at  home 
and  as  yet  unharmed, — these  mirthful  sounds 
betokened  that  all  was  well.  The  vao;ue 
trouble  and  depression  that  had  weighed  upon 
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his  soul  for  hours  now  vanished  completely, 
and  hastening  along,  he  sprang  lightly  up  the 
marble  stairs,  and  into  the  rainbow-coloured 
spacious  hall,  where  the  first  person  he  saw 
was  Zabastes  the  Critic. 

''  Ah,  good  Zabastes  !  "  he  cried  gaily — 
"  Where  is  thy  master  Sah-luma  ?  Has  he 
returned  in  safety  ?  " 

"  In  safety?"  croaked  Zabastes  with  an  ac- 
cent of  ironic  surprise  .  .  "  To  be  sure  !  .  .  Is  he  a 
baby   in   swaddling-clothes    that   he   cannot  be 
trusted  out  alone  to  take  care  of  himself?     In 
safety  ? — aye  ! — I  warrant  you  he  is  safe  enough, 
and   silly  enough,  and   lazy  enough    to    please 
any  one  of  his  idiot  flatterers,  .  .  moreover  my 
'  master  '  " — and  he  emphasized  this  word  with 
indescribable  bitterness — "  hath  slept  as  soundly 
as    a    swine,    and    hath  duly  bathed   with    the 
punctiliousness  of  a  conceited  swan,  and  being 
suitably  combed,  perfumed,  attired  and  throned 
as  becomes  his  dainty  puppetship,  is  now  con- 
descending to    partake  of  vulgar    food  in  the 
seclusion   of  his  own   apartment.       Go  thither 
and     you      shall      find     his     verse  -  stringing 
Mightiness    nobly  enshrined  as  a  god    among 
a    worshipping   crowd    of    witless    maidens, — 
he  hath  enquired   for  you  many    times,  which 
is  somewhat  of  a  wonder,  seeing  that  as  a  rule 
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he  concerns  his  mind  with  naught  save  himself! 
Furthermore,  he  is  graciously  pleased  to  be  in 
a  manner  solicitous  on  behalf  of  the  maiden 
Niphrata,  who  hath  suddenly  disappeared  from 
the  household,  leaving  no  message  to  explain 
the  cause  of  her  e vanishment.  Hast  seen 
her  ?  .  .  No  ?  " — and  the  old  man  thumped  his 
stick  petulantly  on  the  floor  as  Theos  shook 
his  head  in  the  negative — ''  'Tis  the  only 
feminine  creature  I  ever  had  patience  to  speak 
with, — a  modest  wench  and  a  gentle  one,  and 
were  it  not  for  her  idolatrous  adoration  of 
Sah-luma,  she  would  be  fairly  sensible  withal. 
No  matter  ! — she  has  gone  ; — everything  goes, 
even  good  women,  and  nothing  lasts  save 
folly,  of  which  there  shall  surely  never  be  an 
end  !  " 

Here,  apparently  conscious  that  he  had 
shown  more  feeling  in  speaking  of  Niphrata 
than  was  usual  with  him,  he  looked  up  im- 
patiently and  waved  his  staff  towards  Sah-luma's 
study  ; — "  In,  in  boy  !  In  to  the  Chief  of  Poets 
and  prince  of  egotists  !  He  w^aits  your  service, 
— he  is  all  agape  and  thirsty  for  more  flattery 
and  delicate  cajolement,  .  .  .  stuff  him  with 
praise,  good  youth  !  .  .  and  who  knows  but  a 
portion  of  his  mantle  may  descend  on  yoi^ 
hereafter    and   make   of  you   as   conceited   and 
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pretty  a  bantling  bard  for  the  glory  of  proud 
posterity  ! " 

And  chuckling  audibly,  he  hobbled  down  a 
side  passage,  while  Theos,  half  angry,  half 
amused,  crossed  the  hall  quickly,  and  arrived 
at  the  door  of  the  Laureate's  private  sanctum, 
where,  gently  drawing  aside  the  silken  draperies 
he  looked  In  for  a  moment  without  beino-  him- 
self  perceived.  What  a  picture  he  beheld  !  .  . 
How  perfect  in  every  shade  of  colour,  in  every 
line  of  detail  !  Sah-luma,  reclining  in  a 
quaintly  carved  ebony  chair,  was  toying  with  the 
fruit  and  wine  set  out  before  him  on  an  ivory 
and  gold  stand, — his  dress,  simpler  than  it 
had  been  on  the  previous  evening,  was  of  fine 
white  linen  gathered  loosely  about  his  classic 
figure, — he  wore  neither  myrtle-wreath  nor 
jewels, — the  expression  of  his  face  was  serious, 
even  noble,  and  his  attitude  was  one  of  languid 
grace  and  unstudied  ease  that  became  him 
infinitely  well.  The  maidens  of  his  household 
waited  near  him, — some  of  them  held  flowers, — 
one,  kneeling  at  a  small  lyre,  seem.ed  just  about 
to  strike  a  few  chords,  when  Sah-luma  silenced 
her  by  a  light  gesture  : 

''  Peace,  Zoralln  !  "  he  said  softly  .  .  "  I  can- 
not listen  :  —  thou  hast  not  my  NIphrata's 
tenderness  !  " 
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Zoralln,  a  beautiful  dark  girl,  with  hair  as 
black  as  night  and  eyes  that  looked  as  though 
they  held  suppressed  yet  ever  burning  fire, 
let  her  hands  instantly  drop  from  the  instru- 
ment, and  sighing,  shrank  back  a  little  in 
abashed  silence.  At  that  moment  Theos 
advanced, — and  the  Laureate  sprang  up  de- 
lightedly : — 

''Ah,  at  last,  my  friend  !"  he  cried  enthu- 
siastically clasping  him  by  both  hands,  — 
"  Where,  in  the  name  of  all  the  eods,  hast 
thou  been  roaming  ?  How  did  we  part  ? — by 
my  soul  I  forget  ! — but  no  matter  ! — thou  art 
here  once  more,  and  as  I  live,  we  will  not 
separate  again  so  easily  !  My  noble  Theos  !  " 
and  he  threw  one  arm  affectionately  round  his 
neck — "  I  have  missed  thee  more  than  I  can 
tell  these  past  few  hours, — thou  dost  seem  so 
sympathetically  conjoined  with  me,  that  verily 
I  think  I  am  but  half  myself  in  thine  absence  ! 
Come, — sit  thee  down  and  break  thy  fast !  .  .  . 
I  almost  feared  thou  hadst  met  with  some 
mischance  on  thy  way  hither,  and  that  I  should 
have  had  to  sally  forth  and  rescue  thee  again 
even  as  I  did  yesternoon !  Say,  hast  thou 
occupied  thyself  with  so  much  friendly  con- 
sideration on  my  behalf,  as  I  have  on  thine  ?  " 

He  laughed  gaily  as  he  spoke, — and  Theos 
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looklnof  into  his  bright  beautiful  face,  was  for 
a  moment  too  deeply  moved  by  his  own  strange 
inward  emotions,  to  utter  a  word  in  reply. 
IVky  did  he  love  Sah-luma  so  ardently,  he 
wondered  ?  Why  was  it  that  every  smile  on 
that  proud  mouth,  every  glance  of  those  flashing 
eyes,  possessed  such  singular,  overwhelming 
fascination  for  him  ?  He  could  not  tell, — but 
he  readily  yielded  to  the  magic  influence  of 
his  friend's  extraordinary  attractiveness,  and 
sittino^  down  beside  him  in  the  azure  lieht 
and  soft  fragrance  of  his  regal  apartment,  he 
experienced  a  sudden  sense  of  rest,  satisfaction 
and  completeness,  such  as  may  be  felt  by  a 
man  at  07ie  zuith  himself,  and  with  all  the 
world  ! 
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WASTED      PASSION. 


The  assembled  maidens  had  retired  modestly 
into  the  background,  while  the  Laureate  had 
thus  joyously  greeted  his  returned  guest  ; 
but  now,  at  a  signal  from  their  lord  they 
again  advanced,  and  taking  up  the  glittering 
dishes  of  fruit  and  the  flasks  of  wine,  proffered 
them  in  turn  to  Theos  with  much  deferential 
grace  and  courtesy.  He  was  by  no  means  slow 
in  responding  to  the  humble  attentions  of  these 
fair  ones,  .  .  there  was  a  sort  of  deliciously 
dreamy  enchantment  in  being  waited  upon  by 
such  exquisitely  lovely  creatures  !  The  passing 
touch  of  their  litde  white  hands  that  supported 
the  heavy  golden  salvers  seemed  to  add  new 
savour  to  the  luscious  fare. — the  timorous  fire 
of  their  downcast  eyes,  softly  sparkling  through 
the  veil  of  their  long  lashes,  gave  extra  warmth 
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to  the  ambrosial  wine, — and  he  could  not  refrain 
from  occasionally  whispering  a  tender  flattery  or 
delicate  compliment  In  the  ear  of  one  or  other 
of  his  sylph  dike  servitors,  though  they  all 
appeared  curiously  unmoved  by  his  choicely- 
worded  adulation.  Now  and  then  a  pale  flicker- 
ing blush  or  sudden  smile  brightened  their 
faces,  but  for  the  most  part,  they  maintained  a 
demure  and  serious  demeanour,  as  though  pos- 
sessed by  the  very  spirit  of  invincible  reserve. 
With  Sah-luma  It  was  otherwise  ; — they  hovered 
about  him  like  butterflies  round  a  rose, — a 
thousand  wistful  passionate  glances  darted  upon 
him,  when  he,  unconscious  or  indlflerent,  appa- 
rently saw  nothing, — many  a  deep  involuntary 
sigh  was  stifled  quickly  ere  it  could  escape  be- 
tween the  rosy  lips  whose  duty  It  was  to  wreathe 
themselves  with  smiles,  and  Theos  noticing 
these  things  thought : 

'*  Heavens !  how  this  man  is  loved  ! — and 
yet .  .  .  he,  out  of  all  men.  Is  perhaps  the  most 
ignorant  of  Love's  true  meaning  ! " 

Scarcely  had  this  reflection  entered  his  mind 
than  he  became  bitterly  angry  with  himself  for 
having  Indulged  in  it.  How  recreant,  how  base 
an  idea  ! .  .  how  Incompatible  with  the  adoring 
homage  he  felt  for  his  friend  !  What ! — Sah- 
luma, — a   Poet,  whose  songs  of  Love   were  so 
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perfect,  so  wildly-sweet  and  soul-entrancing — 
he,  to  be  ignorant  of  Love's  true  meaning  ?  . . 
Oh,  impossible  ! — and  a  burning  flush  of  shame 
rose  to  Theos's  brow, — shame  that  he  could 
have  entertained  such  a  blasphemy  against  his 
Idol  for  a  moment !  Then  that  curious,  vague 
soft  contrition  he  had  before  experienced,  stole 
over  him  once  again — a  sudden  moisture  filled 
his  eyes, — and  turning  abruptly  towards  his 
host,  he  held  out  his  own  just  filled  goblet  ; — 

"  Drink  we  the  loving-cup  together,  Sah- 
luma ! "  he  said,  and  his  voice  trembled  a  little 
with  its  own  deep  tenderness, .  .  "  Pledge  me 
thy  faith  as  I  do  pledge  thee  mine  !  And  for 
to-day  at  least,  let  me  enjoy  thy  boon  com- 
panionship, .  . .  who  knows  how  soon  we  may  be 
forced  to  part ...  for  ever  !  "  And  he  breathed 
the  last  word  softly  with  a  faint  sigh. 

Sah-luma  looked  at  him  with  an  expressive 
glance  of  bright  surprise. 

"  Part  ?  "  he  exclaimed  joyously — "  Nay,  not 
we  my  friend  !  . .  Not  till  we  find  each  other 
tiresome, . .  not  till  we  prove  that  our  spirits, 
like  over-mettlesome  steeds,  do  chafe  and  fret 
one  another  too  rudely  in  the  harness  of 
custom, .  .  wherefore  then  and  then  only,  'twill 
be  time  to  break  loose  at  a  gallop,  and  seek  each 
one  a  wider  pasture  land  !     Meanwhile,  here's 
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to  thee  !  " — and  bending  his  handsome  head,  he   \ 
readily  drank  a  deep  draught  of  the   proffered 
wine .  .  ''  May  all  the  gods  hold  fast  our  bond  of  '■ 
friendship ! "  ] 

And  with  a  graceful  salute  he  returned  the  ' 
jewelled  cup  half  empty.  Theos  at  once  ; 
drained  off  what  yet  remained  with  in  it,  and  then,  [ 
leaning  more  confidentially  over  the  Laureate's  i 
chair,  he  whispered — 

''  Hast    thou    in    very    truth    forgotten    thy 
rashness  of  last  night,  Sah-luma  ?     Surely  thou  ; 
must  guess  how  unquiet  I  have  been  concern-   | 
ing   thee !     Tell  me,  . .  was    thy  hot  pursuit  in 
vain  ?..  or.  .  didst  thou  discover  the  King  ?" 

*'  Peace  ! "  and  a  quick  frown  darkened  the  [ 
smooth  beauty  of  Sah-luma's  face  as  he  grasped 
Theos's  arm  hard  to  warn  him  into  silence, —  ' 
then  forcing  a  smile,  he  answered  in  the  same  | 
low  tone..  '' 'Twas  not  the  Kino^,  . .  it  could  ! 
not  be  !     Thou  wert  mistaken  ..."  ' 

"  Nay  but,"  persisted  Theos  gently —  ■ 
''convince  me  of  mine  error!  Didst  thou  ! 
overtake  and  steadily  confront  yon  armed  and  | 
muffled  stranger  ?  "  - 

"Not  I!" — and      Sah-luma      shruQrored      his 
shoulders    petulantly — "  Sleep    fell    upon    me  . 
suddenly  when   I    left  thee, — and    methinks    I    : 
must  have  wandered  home    like    a  shadow  in  i 
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a  dream  !  Was  I  not  drunk  last  night  ? — Aye  ! — 
and  so  in  all  likelihood  wert  thou  !  .  .  little  could 
we  be  trusted  to  recognize  either  King  or 
clown  !  " — He  laughed, — then  added — "  Never- 
theless I  tell  thee  once  again  'twas  not  the 
King,  . .  His  Majesty  hath  too  much  at  stake, 
to  risk  so  dangerous  a  pleasantry  !  " 

Theos  heard,  but  he  was  dissatisfied  and  ill 
at  ease,  .  .  Sah-luma's  careless  contentment 
increased  his  own  disquietude.  Just  then  a 
curious-looking  personage  entered  the  apart- 
ment,—  a  grey-haired  dwarfish  negro,  who 
carried  slung  across  his  back  a  large  bundle, 
consisting  of  several  neatly  rolled-up  pieces  of 
linen,  one  of  which  he  presently  detached  from 
the  rest,  and  set  down  before  the  Laureate,  who 
in  return  gave  him  a  silver  coin,  at  the  same 
time  asking  jestingly  : 

"Is  the  news  worth  paying  for  to-day,  Zibya  ? 
— or  is  it  the  same  ill-written  clumsy  chronicle 
of  trumpery  common-place  events  ?  " 

Zibya,  slipping  the  coin  he  had  received 
into  a  wide  leathern  pouch  which  hung  from 
his  girdle,  appeared  to  meditate  a  moment, — 
then  he  replied,  .  . 

*'  If  the  truth  must  be  told,  most  illustrious, 
there  is  nothing  whatever  to  interest  the  minds 
of    the    cultured.      The    cheap   scribes    of    the 
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Daily  Circular  cater  chiefly  for  the  mob,  and 
do  all  in  their  power  to  foster  morbid  qualities 
of  disposition  and  murderous  tendencies  among 
the  lower  orders  ; — hence  though  there  is 
nothing  in  the  news-sheet  pertaining  to  Litera- 
ture or  the  Fine  Arts  there  is  much  concerning 
the  sudden  death  of  the  young  sculptor 
Nir-jalis,  whose  body  was  found  flung  on  the 
banks  of  the  river  this  morninof." 

Theos  started,  . .  Sah-luma  listened  with  placid 
indifference.  " 'Tis  a  case  of  self- slaughter" — 
pursued  Zibya  chattily  .  .  "  or  so  say  the  wise 
writers  who  are  supposed  to  know  everything, 
.  .  self-slaughter  committed  during  a  state  of 
temporary  insanity !  Well,  well  !  I  myself 
would  have  had  a  different  opinion." 

"  And  a  sagacious  one  no  doubt !  "  inter- 
rupted Sah-luma  coldly,  and  with  a  dangerous 
flash  as  of  steel  in  his  eyes.  .  "But.  .  be  ad- 
vised, good  Zibya  !  .  .  give  thine  opinion  no 
utterance !  " 

The  old  negro  shrank  back  nervously,  making 
numerous  apologetic  gestures,  and  waited  in 
abashed  silence  till  the  Laureate's  features 
regained  their  wonted  soft  serenity.  Then  he 
ventured  to  speak  again, — though  not  without 
a  little  hesitation. 

*'  Concerning  the  topics  of  the  hour  .  . '  he 
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murmured  timorously  .  .  ''  My  lord  is  perhaps 
not  aware  that  the  river  itself  is  a  subject  of  much 
excited  discussion, — the  water  having  changed 
to  a  marvellous  blood-colour  durln^  the  night, 
which  singular  circumstance  hath  caused  a 
great  panic  among  the  populace.  Even  now  as 
I  passed  by  the  embankment,  the  crowd  there 
was  thick  as  a  hive  of  swarming  bees  !  " 

He  paused,  but  Sah-luma  made  no  remark, 
and  he  continued  more  glibly — "  Also,  to- 
day's '  Circular '  contains  the  full  statement 
of  the  King's  reward  for  the  capture  of 
the  Prophet  Khosrul,  and  the  formal  Pro- 
gramme of  the  Sacrificial  Ceremonial  announced 
to  take  place  this  evening  in  the  Temple  of 
Nagaya.  All  is  set  forth  in  the  fine  words  of 
the  petty  public  scribes,  who  needs  must  make 
as  much  as  possible  out  of  little, — and  there 
is  likewise  a  so-called  facsimile  of  the  Kinor's 
signature,  which  will  naturally  be  of  supreme 
interest  to  the  vulgar.  Furthermore  it  is  pro- 
claimed that  a  grand  Combat  of  wild  beasts 
in  the  Royal  Arena  will  follow  Immediately 
after  the  Service  in  the  Temple  is  concluded, 
— methinks  none  will  q-q  to  bed  earlv,  seelncr 
there  is  so  full  a  list  of  amusements  !  " 

He  paused  again,  somewhat  out  of  breath, — 
and    Sah-luma    meanwhile    unrolled    the    linen 

191 


ARDATH. 

scroll  he  had  purchased,  which  measured  about 
twenty-four  inches  in  length  and  twenty  in 
width.  Carefully  ruled  black  and  red  lines 
divided  it  into  nearly  the  same  number  of 
columns  as  those  on  the  page  of  an  ordinary 
newspaper,  and  it  was  covered  with  close 
writing,  here  and  there  embellished  by  bold, 
profusely  ornamented  headings.  One  of  these 
"  Death  of  the  Sculptor  Nir-jalis  "  seemed  to 
burn  into  Theos's  brain  like  letters  of  fire, — 
how  was  it,  he  wondered,  that  the  body  of  that 
unfortunate  victim  had  been  found  on  the  shore 
of  the  river,  when  he  himself  had  seen  it  loaded 
with  iron  weights,  and  cast  into  the  lake  that 
formed  part  of  Lysia's  fatal  garden  ?  Presently 
Sah-luma  passed  the  scroll  to  him  with  a  smile, 
saying  lightly.  .  .  . 

"  There,  my  friend,  is  a  specimen  of  the  true 
mob-literature  ! .  .  written  to-day,  forgotten  to- 
morrow !  'Tis  a  droll  thing  to  meditate  upon, . 
the  ephemeral  nature  of  all  this  pouring-out  of 
unnecessary  words  and  stale  stock-phrases  !,  . 
and,  woiddst  thou  believe  it  Theos ! .  each 
little  paid  scribe  that  adds  his  poor  quota  to 
this  ill-assorted  trash,  deems  himself  wiser  and 
greater  far  than  any  poet  or  philosopher  dead 
or  living !  Why,  in  this  very  news-sheet  I 
have  seen    the    immortal    works  of  the   divine 
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Hysplros  so  hacked  by  the  blunt  knives  of 
ignorant  and  vulgar  criticism  that,  by  my  faith  ! .  . 
were  it  not  for  contempt,  one  would  be  disposed 
to  nail  the  hands  of  such  trumpery  scribblers 
to  a  post,  and  scourge  their  bare  backs  with 
thorny  rods  to  cure  them  of  their  insolence  ! 
Nay,  even  my  fool  Zabistes  hath  found  place 
in  these  narrow  columns,  to  write  his  carping 
diatribes  against  me, — me,  the  King's  Laureate  ! 
.  .  As  I  live,  his  cumbersome  diction  hath  caused 
me  infinite  mirth,  and  I  have  laughed  at  his 
crabbed  and  feeble  wit  till  my  sides  have  ached 
most  potently  !  Now  get  thee  gone,  fellow  ! — 
thou  and  thy  news  !  " — and  he  nodded  a  good- 
humoured  dismissal  to  the  deferential  Zibya, 
who  with  his  woolly  grey  head  very  much  on 
one  side  stood  listening  gravely  and  approv- 
ingly to  all  that  was  said, — "  Yet  stay  ! .  .  has 
gossip  whispered  thee  the  name  of  the  poor 
virgin  self-destined  for  this  evening's  sacrifice  ? " 

"No,  my  lord" — responded  Zibya promptly — 
"  'Tis  veiled  in  deeper  mystery  than  usual.  I 
have  inquired  of  many,  but  in  vain, — and  even 
the  Chief  Flamen  of  the  Outside  Court  of  the 
Temple,  always  drunk  and  garrulous  as  he  is, 
can  tell  me  naught  of  the  holy  victim's  title  or 
parentage.  *  'Tis  a  passing  fair  wench  ! '  said  he, 
with  a  chuckle  .  .     *  That  is  all  I  know  concern- 
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ing  her.  . .  a  passing  fair  wench  !'  Ah  !'  and 
Zibya  rolled  up  the  whites  of  his  eyes  and  sighed 
in  a  comically  contemplative  manner..  *' If 
ever  a  Flamen  deserved  expulsion  from  his 
office,  It  is  surely  yon  ancient,  crafty,  carnal- 
minded  soul ! .  .  so  keen  a  glance  for  a  woman's 
beauty  is  not  a  needful  qualification  for  a  ser- 
vant of  the  Snake  Divine!  Methinks  we  have 
fallen  upon  evil  days  !  .  .  .  .  maybe  the  crazed 
Prophet  is  right  after  all,  and  things  are  coming 
to  an  end  !" 

"  Like  thy  discourse  I  hope,  Zibya  !"  observed 
Sah-luma,  yawning  and  flinging  himself  lazily 
back  on  his  velvet  couch, — ''  Get  hence,  and 
serve  thy  customers  with  their  cheap  news,  .  . 
depend  upon  it,  some  of  them  are  cursing  thee 
mightily  for  thy  delay  !  And  if  thou  shouldst 
chance  to  meet  the  singing-maiden  of  my  house- 
hold, Niphrata,  bid  her  make  haste  homeward, — 
she  hath  been  absent  since  the  break  of  morn, — 
too  long  for  my  contentment.  Maybe  I  did  un- 
wisely to  give  the  child  her  freedom, — as  slave 
she  would  not  have  presumed  to  gad  abroad 
thus  wantonly,  without  her  lord's  permission. 
Say,  If  thou  seest  her,  that  I  am  wrathful, — the 
thought  of  mine  anger  will  be  as  a  swift  wing 
to  waft  her  hither  like  a  trembling  dove, — 
afraid,  all  penitent  and  eager  for  my  pardon  I 
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Remember  ! .  .  be  sure  thou  tell  her  of  my  deep 
displeasure !" 

Zibya  bowed  profoundly,  his  outspread  hands 
almost  touching  the  floor  in  the  servility  of  his 
obeisance,  and  backed  out  of  the  room  as 
humbly  as  though  he  were  leaving  the  presence 
of  royalty.  When  he  had  gone,  Theos  looked 
up  from  the  news-scroll  he  was  perusing  : 

*'  Is  it  not  strange  Niphrata  should  have  left 
thee  thus,  Sah-luma  ?"  .  .  he  said  with  a  touch 
of  anxiety  in  his  tone  ...  "  Maybe  "  .  .  and  he 
hesitated,  conscious  of  a  strange  unbidden  re- 
morse that  suddenly  and  without  any  apparent 
reason  overwhelmed  his  conscience  .  .  '^  Maybe 
she  was  not  happy  ?  "  .  .  . 

*'  Not  happy  ! "  ejaculated  Sah-luma  amazedly, 
'*  Not  happy  with  ;;^^  .^ .  .  not  happy  in  vty 
house, — protected  by  my  patronage  '^.  Where 
then,  if  not  here,  could  she  find  happiness  '^.  " 

And  his  beautiful  flashing  eyes  betokened  his 
entire  and  naive  astonishment  at  the  mere 
supposition.  Theos  smiled  involuntarily  .  .  how 
charming  after  all  was  Sah-luma's  sublime 
egotism ! — how  almost  child-like  was  his  con- 
fidence in  himself  and  his  own  ability  to  en- 
gender joy  !  All  at  once  the  young  girl 
Zoralin  spoke, — her  accents  were  low  and 
timorous  : — 
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*'  May  It  please  my  lord  Sah-luma  to  hear 
me  .  .  ."  she  said  and  paused. 

*'  Thy  lord  Sah-luma  hears  thee  with  plea- 
sure, Zoralin,"  replied  the  Laureate  gently. 
"  Thou  dost  speak  more  sweetly  than  many  a 
bird  doth  sing  !  " 

A  rich,  warm  blush  crimsoned  the  maiden's 
cheeks  at  these  dulcet  words, — she  drew  a  quick 
uneasy  breath,  and  then  went  on, — 

''  I  love  Niphrata!"  she  murmured  in  a  soft 
tone  of  touching  tenderness,  . .  "  And  I  have 
watched  her  often  when  she  deemed  herself 
unseen, .  .  she  has,  methinks,  shed  many  tears 
for  sake  of  some  deep  heart-buried  sorrow  ! 
We  have  lived  as  sisters,  sharing  the  same 
room,  and  the  same  couch  of  sleep,  but  alas !  in 
spite  of  all  my  lord's  most  constant  kindly 
favour,  Niphrata  is  not  happy, ,  .  and  . .  and  I 
have  sometimes  thought — "  here  her  mellow 
voice  sank  into  a  nervous  indistinctness — *'  that 
it  may  be  because  she  loves  my  lord  Sah-luma 
far  too  well !  " 

And  as  she  said  this  she  looked  up  with  a 
sudden  affright  in  her  dark  lovely  eyes,  as 
though  she  were  alarmed  at  her  own  presump- 
tion. Sah-luma  met  her  troubled  gaze  calmly 
and  with  a  bright  smile  of  complacent  vanity. 
'*  And  dost  thou  plead  for  thine  absent  friend, 
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Zoralln  ?  "  .  .  he  asked  with  just  sufficient  satire 
in  his  utterance  to  render  it  almost  cruel . .  *'Am 
I  to  blame  for  the  foolish  fancies  of  all  the 
amorous  maidens  in  Al-Kyris  ?.  .  Many  there 
be  who  love  me,  . .  well, — what  then  ? — Must  I 
love  many  in  return  ?  Nay  !  Not  so  !  the  Poet 
is  the  worshipper  of  Ideal  Beauty,  and  for»him 
the  brief  passions  of  mortal  men  and  women 
serve  as  mere  pastime  to  while  away  an  hour ! 
But .  .  by  my  faith,  thou  hast  gained  wondrous 
boldness  in  thy  speech  to  prate  so  glibly  of  the 
heart's  emotion, — what  knowest  thou  concern- 
ing such  things .  .  thou,  who  hast  counted 
scarcely  fifteen  summers ! . .  hast  thou  caught 
contagion  from  Niphrata,  and  art  thou,  too,  sick 
of  love  ?  " 

Oh,  the  dazzling  smile  with  which  he  accom- 
panied this  poignant  question !  .  the  pitiless 
burning  ardour  he  managed  to  convey  Into  the 
sleepy  brilliancy  of  his  soft  poetic  eyes  !  .  .  the 
beautiful  languor  of  his  attitude,  as  leaning  his 
head  back  easily  on  one  arm,  he  turned  upon 
the  shrinking  girl  a  look  that  seemed  intended 
to  pierce  into  the  very  inmost  recesses  of  her 
soul  !  The  roseate  colour  faded  from  her 
cheeks,  .  .  white  as  a  marble  image  she  stood, 
her  breath  coming   between  her  lips  in  quick 

frightened  gasps 
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"  My  lord  !  .  .  .  '  she  stammered  .  .  ''  I  .  . . 
Here  her  voice  failed  her,  and  suddenly  covering 
her  face  with  her  hands,  she  broke  into  a 
passion  of  weeping.  Sah-luma's  delicate  brows 
darkened  Into  a  close  frown, — and  he  waved 
his  hand  with  a  petulant  gesture  of  Impatience. 

'*  Ye  gods  !  what  fools  are  women  !  "  he  said 
wearily.  *'  Ever  hovering  uncertainly  on  a 
narrow  verge  between  silly  smiles  and  sillier 
tears  !  As  I  live,  they  are  most  uncomfortable 
playfellows ! — and  dwelling  with  them  long 
would  drive  all  the  inspiration  out  of  a  man,  no 
matter  how  nobly  he  were  gifted  !  Ye  butter- 
flies ! —  ye  little  fluttering  souls!" — and  be- 
ginning to  laugh  as  readily  as  he  had  frowned, 
he  addressed  the  other  maidens,  who,  though 
they  did  not  dare  to  move  or  speak,  were  evi- 
dently affected  by  the  grief  of  their  companion — 
"  Go  hence  all  ! — and  take  this  sensitive  baby 
Zoralln  Into  your  charge  and  console  her  for 
her  fancied  troubles — 'tis  a  mere  frenzy  of 
feminine  weakness  and  will  pass  like  an  April 
shower.  But,  .  .  by  the  Sacred  Veil  ! — if  I  saw 
much  of  woman's  weeping,  I  would  discard  for 
ever  woman's  company,  and  dwell  In  peaceful 
hermit  fashion  alone  among  the  tree-tops  !  .  . 
so  heed  the  warning,  pretty  ones  !  .  ,  Let  me 
witness  none  of  your  tears  If  ye  are  wise, — or 
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else  say  farewell  to  Sah-liima,  and  seek  some 
less  easy  and  less  pleasing  service  !  " 

With  this  injunction  he  signed  to  them  all 
to  depart, — whereupon  the  awed  and  trembling 
girls  noiselessly  surrounded  the  still  convul- 
sively-sobbing Zoralin,  and  gently  leading  her 
away,  they  quickly  withdrew,  each  one  making 
a  profound  obeisance  to  their  imperious  master 
ere  leaving  his  presence.  When  they  had 
finally  disappeared  Sah-ltama  heaved  a  sigh  of 
relief. 

''  Can  anything  equal  the  perverseness  of 
these  frivolous  feminine  toys !  "  he  murmured 
pettishly,  turning  his  head  round  towards 
Theos  as  he  spoke — "  Was  ever  a  more  foolish 
child  than  Zoralin  ? . .  .  Just  as  I  would  fain  have 
consoled  her  for  her  pricking  heartache,  she 
must  needs  pour  out  a  torrent  of  tear-drops  to 
change  my  humour  and  quench  her  own  de- 
light !      'Tis  the  most  irksome  inconsistency  !  " 

Theos  glanced  at  him  with  a  vague  emotion 
of  wonder  and  self-reproachful  sadness. 

"  Nay,  wouldst  thou  indeed  have  consoled 
her,  Sah-luma  ?  "  he  inquired  gravely, 
"How?" 

**  How  ?  "  and  Sah-luma  laughed  musically .  . 
"  My  simple  friend,  dost  thou  ask  me  such  a 
babe's  question  ? "  . .  He  sprang  from  his  couch, 
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and  standing  erect,  pushed  his  clustering  dark 
hair  off  his  wide  bold  brows .  .  "  Am  I  dis- 
figured, aged,  lame  or  crooked-limbed  ? .  . 
Cannot  these  arms  embrace  ? — these  lips  en- 
gender kisses  ? — these  eyes  wax  amorous  ?  . . 
and  shall  not  one  brief  hour  of  love  with  me 
console  the  weariest  maid  that  ever  pined  for 
passion  ?  .  .  Now,  by  my  faith  how  solemn  is 
thy  countenance  ! . .  Art  thou  an  anchorite,  good 
Theos,  and  wouldst  thou  have  me  scourge  my 
flesh  and  groan,  because  the  gods  have  given 
me  youth  and  vigorous  manhood  ?  " 

He  drew  himself  up  with  an  inimitable 
gesture  of  pride, — his  attitude  was  statuesque 
and  noble, — and  Theos  looked  at  him  as  he 
would  have  looked  at  a  fine  picture,  with  a 
sense  of  critically  satisfied  admiration. 

''  Most  assuredly  I  am  no  anchorite,  Sah- 
luma ! "  he  said  smiling  slightly,  yet  with  a 
touch  of  sorrow  in  his  voice .  .  ''  But  methinks 
the  consolement  thou  wouldst  offer  to 
enamoured  maids  is  far  more  dangerous  than 
lasting !  Thy  love  to  them  means  ruin, — 
thy  embraces  shame, — thy  unthinking  passion 
death  !  What ! — wilt  thou  be  a  spendthrift  of 
desire  ?— will  thou  drain  the  fond  souls  of 
women  as  a  bee  drains  the  sweetness  of 
flowers  ? — wilt   thou,    being  honey-cloyed,   be- 
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hold  them  droop  and  wither  around  thee,  and 
wilt  thou  leave  them  utterly  destroyed  and 
desolate  ?  Hast  thou  no  vestige  of  a  heart,  my 
friend  ?  a  poet-heart  to  feel  the  misery  of  the 
world  ? . .  the  patient  grief  of  all  appealing 
Nature,  commingled  with  the  dreadful,  yet 
majestic  silence  of  an  unknown  God  ? .  .  Oh, 
surely  thou  hast  this  supremest  gift  of  genius,  . . 
this  loving,  enduring,  faithful  sympathetic 
Heart  !  .  .  for  without  It,  how  shall  thy  fame  be 
held  long  in  remembrance  ?  .  .  how  shall  thy 
muse-grown  laurels  escape  decay  ?  Tell  me  ! . .  " 
— and  leaning  forward  he  caught  his  friend's 
hand  In  his  eagerness .  .  '*  Thou  art  not  made 
of  stone,  .  .  thou  art  human, . . .  thou  art  not 
exempt  from  mortal  suffering  .  . . ." 

"  Not  exempt — no  !  "  interposed  Sah-luma 
thoughtfully .  .  ''  But,  as  yet, — I  have  never 
really  suffered  !  " 

Never  really  suffered  !  .  .  Theos  dropped 
the  hand  he  held,  and  an  Invisible  barrier 
seemed  to  rise  slowly  up  between  him  and  his 
beautiful  companion.  Never  really  suffered  !.  . 
then  he  was  no  true  poet  after  all  if  he  was 
ignorant  of  sorrow  !  If  he  could  not  spiritually 
enter  Into  the  pathos  of  speechless  griefs  and 
unshed  tears, — If  he  could  not  absorb  into  his 
own    being    the    prayers    and    plaints    of    all 
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Creation,  and  utter  them  aloud  in  burning 
and  immortal  language,  his  calling  was  in  vain, 
his  election  futile !  This  thought  smote  Theos 
with  the  strength  of  a  sudden  blow, — he  sat 
silent,  and  weighed  with  a  dreary  feeling  of 
disappointment  to  which  he  was  unable  to  give 
any  fitting  expression. 

"  I  have  never  really  suffered  .  .  "  repeated 
Sah-luma  slowly...''  But — I  have  imagined 
suffering  !  That  is  enough  for  me  !  The 
passions,  the  tortures,  the  despairs  of  imagin- 
ation are  greater  far  than  the  seeming  '  real ' 
petty  afflictions  with  which  human  beings 
daily  perplex  themselves  ; — indeed,  I  have 
often  wondered  .  .  "  here  his  eyes  grew  more 
earnest  and  reflective .  .  "  whether  this  busy 
working  of  the  brain  called  '  Imagination'  may 
not  perhaps  be  a  special  phase  or  supreme 
effort  of  Meinory,  and  that  therefore  we  do  not 
imagine^  so  much  as  we  remember.  For  in- 
stance,— if  we  have  ever  lived  before,  our  present 
recollection  may,  in  certain  exalted  states  of 
the  mind,  serve  to  bring  back  the  shadow- 
pictures  of  things  long  gone  by,  .  .  good  or 
evil  deeds,  .  .  scenes  of  love  and  strife,  .  , 
ethereal  and  divine  events,  in  which  we  have 
possibly  enacted  each  our  different  parts  as 
unwittingly    as  we  enact  them    here  !  "  .  .   He 
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sighed  and  seemed  somewhat  troubled,  but 
presently  continued  in  a  lighter  tone  .  .  ''  Yet 
after  all,  it  is  not  necessary  for  the  poet  to 
personally  experience  the  emotions  whereof  he 
writes.  The  divine  Hyspiros  depicts  mur- 
derers, cowards  and  slaves  in  his  sublime 
Tragedies, — but  thinkest  thou  it  was  essential 
for  him  to  become  a  murderer,  coward  and 
slave  himself  in  order  to  delineate  these 
characters  ?  And  I  .  .  I  write  of  Love, — love 
spiritual,  love  eternal, — love  fitted  for  the 
angels  I  have  dreamt  of — but  not  for  such 
animals  as  men, — and  what  matters  it  that 
I  know  naught  of  such  love,  .  .  unless  per- 
chance I  knew  it  years  ago  in  some  far-off 
fairer  sphere  !  .  .  For  me  the  only  charm  of 
worth  in  woman  is  beauty  !  .  .  Beauty  1  .  .  to 
its  entrancing  sway  my  senses  all  make  swift 
surrender  .  .  .  .  " 

*'  Oh,  too  swift  and  too  degrading  a  sur- 
render ! "  interrupted  Theos  suddenly  with 
reproachful  vehemence  .  .  *'  Thy  words  do  mad- 
den patience  ! — Better  a  thousand  times  that 
thou  shouldst  perish,  Sah-luma,  now  in  the  full 
plenitude  of  thy  poet-glory,  than  thus  confess 
thyself  a  prey  to  thine  own  passions, — a  credu- 
lous victim  of  Lysia's  treachery  ! " 

For  one  second  the  Laureate  stood  amazed,  . . 
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the  next,  he  sprang  upon  his  guest  and  grasped 
him  fiercely  by  the  throat, 

'*  Treachery  ?  "  he  muttered  with  white  lips  . . 
"  Treachery  ?  .  .  Barest  thou  speak  of  treachery 
and  Lysia  in  the  same  breath  ?  .  .  Oh  thou  rash 
fool !  dost  thou  blaspheme  my  lady's  name  and 
yet  not  fear  to  die  ?  " 

And  his  lithe  brown  fingers  tightened  their 
clutch.  But  Theos  cared  nothing  for  his  own 
life, — some  inward  excitation  of  feeling  kept 
him  resolute  and  perfectly  controlled. 

"  Kill  me,  Sah-luma !  "  he  gasped—*'  Kill  me, 
friend  whom  I  love  !  .  .  death  will  be  easy  at 
thy  hands !  Deprive  me  of  my  sad  existence, .  . 
'tis  better  so,  than  that  /  should  have  slain  thee 
last  night  at  Lysia's  bidding  ! " 

At  this,  Sah-luma  suddenly  released  his  hold 
and  started  backward  with  a  sharp  cry  of 
anguish,  .  .  his  face  was  pale,  and  his  beautiful 
eyes  grew  strained  and  piteous. 

"  Slain  me  /.. ..  Me ! .  .  at  Lysia's  bidding!"  he 
murmured  wildly  .  .  *'  O  ye  gods,  the  world 
grows  dark  ! .  .  is  the  sun  quenched  in  heaven  ?  . . 
At  Lysia's  bidding  !  .  .  Nay,  .  .  by  my  soul,  my 
sight  is  dimmed  !  —  I  see  naught  but  flaring  red 
in  the  air,  .  .  .  Why !  .  .  "  and  he  laughed  dis- 
cordantly .  .  "  thou  poor  Theos,  thou  shalt  use 
no  dagger's  point, — for  lo ! . .  I  am  dead  already!.. 
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Thy  words  have  killed  me  !  Go,  .  .  tell  her  how 
well  her  cruel  mission  hath  sped,  . — my  very 
soul  is  slain,  .  .  at  her  bidding  !  Hasten  to  her 
wilt  thou  ? "  .  .  and  his  accents  trembled  with 
pathetic  plaintiveness  . .  "  Say  I  am  gone  !.  .  .. 
lost !  .  drawn  into  a  night  of  everlasting  black- 
ness like  a  taper  blown  swiftly  out  by  the  wind, . . 
tell  her  that  Sah-luma, — the  poet  Sah-luma,  the 
foolish-credulous  Sah-luma  who  loved  her  so 
madly  is  no  more  !  " 

His  voice  broke,  .  .  his  head  drooped,  .  . 
while  Theos,  whose  every  nerve  throbbed  in 
responsive  sympathy  with  the  passion  of  his 
despair,  strove  to  think  of  some  word  of  com- 
fort, that  like  soothing  balm,  might  temper  the 
bitterness  of  his  chafed  and  wounded  spirit,  but 
could  find  none.  For  it  was  a  case  in  which 
the  truth  must  be  told,  .  .  and  truth  is  always 
hard  to  bear  if  it  destroys,  or  attempts  to  destroy, 
any  one  of  our  cherished  self-delusions  ! 

"  My  friend,  my  friend !"  he  said  presently 
with  gentle  earnestness — "  Control  this  fury  of 
thy  heart ! .  .  Why  such  unmanly  sorrow  for  one 
who  is  not  worthy  of  thee  ?" 

Sah-ltjma  looked  up, — his  black  silky  lashes 
were  wet  with  tears. 

**  Not  worthy  ! .  .  O,  the  old  poor  consolation  !" 
he  exclaimed,  quickly  dashing  the  drops  from 
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his  eyes,  .  .  **  Not  worthy  ? — No  ! .  .  what  mor- 
tal woman  is  ever  worthy  of  a  poet's  love  ?— 
Not  one  in  all  the  world  !  Nevertheless,  worthy 
or  unworthy,  true  or  treacherous,  naught  can 
make  Lysia  otherwise  than  fair  !  Fair  beyond 
all  fairness  ! .  .  and  I — I  was  sole  possessor  of 
her  beauty! — for  me  her  eyes  warmed  into  stars 
of  fire, — for  me  her  kisses  ripened  in  their  pearl 
and  ruby  nest, .  .  all — all  for  me  ! — and  now  ! .  .  ." 
He  flung  himself  desolately  on  his  couch,  and 
fixed  his  wistful  gaze  on  his  companion's  grave 
pained  countenance, — till  all  at  once  a  hopeful 
light  flashed  across  his  features,  .  .  a  light  that 
seemed  to  shine  through  him  like  an  inwardly 
kindled  flame. 

"Ah  !  what  a  querulous  fool  am  I !"  he  cried 
joyously, — so  joyously  that  Theos  knew  not 
whether  to  be  glad  or  sorry  at  his  sudden  and 
capricious  change  of  mood  .  .  "  why  should  I 
thus  bemoan  myself  for  fancied  wrong  !  Good, 
noble  Theos,  thou  hast  been  misled!  —  My 
Lysia's  words  were  but  to  try  thy  mettle  ! . .  to 
test  thee  to  the  core,  and  prove  thee  truly  faith- 
ful as  Sah-luma's  friend  !  She  bade  thee  *slay 
me  ?  .  .  Even  so  ! — but  hadst  thou  rashly  under- 
taken such  a  deed,  thine  own  life  would  have 
paid  the  forfeit !  Now  I  begin  to  understand  it 
all — 'tis  plain  !" — and  his  face  grew  brighter  and 
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brighter,  as  he  cheated  himself  into  the  pleasing 
idea  his  own  fancy  had  suggested  .  .  "  She 
tried  thee, — she  tempted  thee,  .  .  she  found  thee 
true  and  incorruptible  .  .  Ah  !  'twas  a  jest,  my 
friend!" — and  entirely  recovering  from  his  de- 
pression, he  clapped  his  hand  heartily  on  Theos's 
shoulder — "  'Twas  all  a  jest!.. — and  she,  the  fair 
inquisitor,  will  herself  prove  it  so  ere  long,  and 
make  merry  with  our  ill-omened  fears  !  Why,  I 
can  laugh  now  at  mine  own  despondency! — corne, 
look  thou  also  more  cheerily,  gentle  Theos, — 
and  pardon  these  uncivil  fingers  that  so  nearly 
gripped  thee  into  silence  !" — and  he  laughed — 
''  Thou  art  the  best  and  kindest  of  loyal  com- 
rades,^ — and  I  will  so  assure  Lysia  of  thy  merit, 
that  she  shall  institute  no  more  torture-trials 
upon  thy  frank  and  trusting  nature.  Heigho  !' 
— and  stretching  out  his  arms  lazily,  he  heaved 
a  sigh  of  tranquil  satisfaction — ''  Methought  I 
was  wounded  unto  death  ! — but  'twas  the  mere 
fancied  prick  of  an  arrow  after  all,  and  I  am  well 
again  !  What,  art  thou  still  melancholy  ?  .  .  . 
still  sombre  ! .  .  Nay,  surely  thou  wilt  not  be  a 
veritable  kill-joy  ?" 

Theos  stood  mute  and  sorely  perplexed. 
He  saw  at  once  how  useless  it  was  now  to  try 
and  convince  Sah-luma  of  any  danger  threaten- 
ing him   through  the  instigation  of  the  woman 
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he  loved, — he  would  never  believe  It !  And  yet 
.  .  .  something  must  be  done  to  put  him  on  his 
guard.  Taking  up  the  scroll  of  the  public 
news,  where  the  account  of  the  finding  of  the 
body  of  NIr-jalis  was  written  with  all  that  ex- 
aggerated attention  to  repulsive  details  w^hlch 
seems  to  be  a  special  gift  of  the  cheap  reporters, 
Theos  pointed  to  it. 

*'  His  was  a  cruel  end  !  " — he  said  In  a  low 
uncertain  voice, — '*  Sah-luma,  canst  thou  expect 
mercy  from  a  woman  who  has  once  been  so 
merciless  ? " 

"  Bah  !"  returned  the  Laureate  lightly.  "  Who 
and  what  was  NIr-jalis  ?  A  hewer  of  stone 
images — a  nobody  ! — he  will  not  be  missed  ! 
Besides,  he  is  only  one  of  many  who  have 
perished  thus." 

''  Only  one  of  many ! "  ejaculated  Theos 
with  a  shudder  of  aversion  .  .  ''And  yet,  .  .  O 
thou  most  reckless  and  misguided  soul !  .  .  thou 
dost  love  this  wanton  murderess  !  " 

A  warm  flush  tinted  Sah-luma's  olive  skin, — 
his  hand  clenched  and  unclenched  slowly  as 
though  he  held  some  struggling  prisoned  thing, 
and  raising  his  head  he  looked  at  his  companion 
full  and  steadily  with  a  singularly  solemn  and 
reproving  expression  In  his  luminous  eyes. 

*' Hast  ^/zoic  not  loved  her  also.'^"  he  de- 
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manded,  a  faint  serious  smile  curving  his  lips 
as  he  spoke,  .  .  "If  only  for  the  space  of  some 
few  passing  moments,  was  not  thy  soul  ravished, 
thy  heart  enslaved,  thy  manhood  conquered  by 
her  spell  ?  .  .  Aye !  .  .  Thou  dost  shrink  at 
that ! "  And  his  smile  deepened  as  Theos 
suddenly  conscience  -  stricken,  avoided  his 
friend's  too-scrutinizing  gaze  .  .  "Blame  me 
not  therefore  for  thijte  own  weakness  !  " 

He  paused  .  .  .  then  went  on  slowly  with 
a  meditative  air  .  .  "I  love  her,  .  .  .  yes  ! — as 
a  man  must  always  love  the  woman  that  baffles 
him,  .  .  the  woman  whose  moods  are  complex 
and  fluctuating  as  the  winds  on  the  sea, — and 
whose  humour  sways  between  the  softness  of 
the  dove  and  the  fierceness  of  the  tiger. 
Nothing  is  more  fatally  fascinating  to  the 
masculine  sense  than  such  a  creature, — more 
especially  if  to  this  temperament  is  united  rare 
physical  grace,  combined  with  keen  intellectual 
power.  'Tis  vain  to  struggle  against  the  irre- 
sistible witchery  exercised  over  us  by  the 
commingling  of  beauty  and  ferocity, — we  see 
it  in  the  wild  animals  of  the  forest  and  the 
highest-soaring  birds  of  the  air, — and  we  like 
nothing  better  than  to  hunt  it,  capture  it, 
tame  it  .  .  or  .  .  kill  it !  .  .  as  suits  our 
pleasure  !  " 
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He  paused  again, — and  again  smiled,  .  .  a 
grave,  reluctant  doubting  smile  such  as  seemed 
to  Theos  oddly  familiar,  suggesting  to  his  be- 
wildered fancy  that  he  must  have  seen  it  before, 
on  his  own  face,  reflected  in  a  mirror  ! 

''Even  thus  do  I  love  Lysia !  " — continued 
Sah-luma — ''  She  perplexes  me,  .  .  she  opposes 
her  will  to  mine,  .  .  the  very  irritation  and 
ferment  into  which  I  am  thrown  by  her 
presence,  adds  fire  to  my  genius,  .  .  and  but 
for  the  spur  of  this  never-satiated  passion,  who 
knows  whether  I  should  sing  so  well !  " 

He  was  silent  for  a  little  space — then  he 
resumed  In  a  more  ordinary  tone, — 

"  The  wretched  Nir-jalis  whose  fate  thou 
dost  so  persistently  deplore,  deserved  his  end 
for  his  presumption,  .  .  didst  thou  not  hear  his 
insolent  insinuation  concerning  the  King  ?" 

"  I  heard  it — yes!  "  replied  Theos — **  And  I 
saw  no  harm  in  the  manner  of  his  utterance." 

"  No  harm  !  "  exclaimed  Sah-luma  excitedly — 
''No  harm  !  Nay,  but  I  forget  !  .  .  thou  art  a 
stranger  in  Al-Kyris,  and  therefore  thou  art 
ignorant  of  the  last  words  spoken  by  the  Sacred 
Oracle  some  hundred  or  more  years  ago.     They 

are  these  : 

" '  When  the  High  Priestess 
Js  the  King's  mistress 
Then  fail  ^Al-Kyris  !  ' 
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'TIs  absolute  doggerel,  and  senseless  withal, — ■ 
nevertheless  it  hath  caused  the  enactment  of 
a  Law,  which  is  to  the  effect  that  the  reigning 
monarch  of  Al-Kyris  shall  never,  under  any 
sort  of  pretext,  confer  with  the  High  Priestess 
of  the  Temple  on  any  business  whatsoever, — 
and  that  furthermore,  he  shall  never  be  per- 
mitted to  look  upon  her  face  except  at  the 
times  of  public  service  and  state  ceremonials. 
Now  dost  thou  not  at  once  perceive  how  vile 
were  the  suggestions  of  Nir-jalis,  .  .  and  also 
how  foolish  was  thy  fancy  last  night  with  regard 
to  the  armed  masquerader  thou  didst  see  in 
Lysia's  garden  ?  " 

Theos  made  no  reply,  but  sat  absorbed  in  his 
own  reflections.  He  began  now  to  understand 
much  that  had  before  seemed  doubtful  and 
mysterious, — no  wonder,  he  thought,  that  Zeph- 
oranim's  fury  against  the  audacious  Khosriil 
had  been  so  excessive  !  For  had  not  the  crazed 
Prophet  called  Lysia  an  "  unvirgined  virgin 
and  Queen-Courtesan  "  ? .  .  and  according  to 
Sah-luma's  present  explanation,  nothing  more 
dire  and  offensive  in  the  way  of  open  blasphemy 
could  well  be  uttered  !  Yet  the  question  still 
remained — was  Khosrul  right  or  wrong  ?  This 
was  a  problem  which  Theos  longed  to  investi- 
gate   and    yet  recoiled   from, — instinctively  he 
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felt  that  upon  Its  answer  hung  the  fate  of  Al- 
Kyris, — and  also,  what  just  then  seemed  more 
precious  than  anything  else,  .  .  the  life  of  Sah- 
luma.  He  could  not  decide  with  himself  why 
this  was  so, — he  simply  accepted  his  own  Inward 
assurance  that  so  It  was.    Presently  he  Inquired — 

"  How  comes  It  Sah-luma,  that  the  corpse  of 
NIr-jalls  was  found  on  the  shores  of  the  river  ? 
Did  we  not  see  It  weighted  with  Iron  and  laid 
elsewhere " 

*'  O  simpleton  !  "  laughed  Sah-luma — ''  Think- 
est  thou  Lysla's  lake  of  lilies  Is  a  common  grave 
for  criminals  ?  The  body  of  NIr-jalls  sank 
therein  'tis  true,  . .  but  was  there  no  after  means 
of  lifting  It  from  thence,  and  placing  It  where 
best  such  carrion  should  be  found  ?  Hath  not 
the  High  Priestess  of  Nagaya  slaves  enough  to 
work  her  will  ? . .  Verily  thou  dost  trouble  thy- 
self over-much  concerning  these  trivial  every- 
day occurrences, — I  marvel  at  thee  ! — Hundreds 
have  drained  the  Silver  Nectar  gladly  for  so  fair 
a  woman's  sake, — hundreds  will  drain  It  gladly 
still  for  the  mere  privilege  of  living  some  brief 
days  in  presence  of  such  peerless  beauty ! .  .  . 
But, — speaking  of  the  river — didst  thou  remark 
it  on  thy  way  hither  ?  " 

"  Aye  !  "  responded  Theos  dreamily — '*  'Twas 
red  as  blood  !  " 
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"  Strange  !  "  and  Sah-lutna  looked  thoughtful 
for  an  instant,  then  rousing  himself,  said  lightly 
— "'Tis  from  some  simple  cause  no  doubt — 
yet  'twill  create  a  silly  panic  in  the  city — and 
all  the  fanatics  for  Khosrul's  new  creed  will 
troop  forth,  shouting  afresh  their  prognostica- 
tions of  death  and  doom.  By  my  faith,  'twill 
be  a  most  desperate  howling  ! . .  .  and  I'll  not  walk 
abroad  till  the  terror  hath  abated.  Moreover  I 
have  work  to  do, — some  lately-budded  thoughts 
of  mine  have  ripened  into  glorious  conclusion, 
— and  Zabastes  hath  orders  presently  to  attend 
me  that  he  may  take  my  lines  down  from  mine 
own  dictation.  Thou  shalt  hear  a  most  choice 
legend  of  love  an  thou  wilt  listen — "  here  he 
laid  his  hand  affectionately  on  Theos's  shoulder 
— ''  a  legend  set  about,  methinks,  with  wondrous 
jewels  of  poetic  splendour  ! 'tis  a  rare  privi- 
lege I  offer  thee,  my  friend,  for  as  a  rule 
Zabastes  is  my  only  auditor, — but  I  would  swear 
thou  art  no  plagiarist,  and  wouldst  not  dis- 
honour thine  own  intelligence  so  far  as  to  filch 
pearls  of  fancy  from  another  minstrel  !  As  well 
steal  my  garments  as  my  thoughts  ! — for  verily 
the  thoughts  are  the  garments  of  the  poet's 
soul, — and  the  common  thief  of  things  petty 
and  material  is  no  whit  more  contemptible  than 
he  who  robs  an  author  of  ideas  wherewith  to 
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deck  the  bareness  of  his  own  poor  wit !  Come, 
place  thyself  at  ease  upon  this  cushioned  couch, 
and  give  me  thy  attention,  .  .  I  feel  the  fervour 
rising  full  wathin  me,  .  .  I  will  summon 
Zabastes  .  .  .  ."  Here  he  pulled  a  small  silken 
cord  which  at  once  set  a  clanging  bell  echoing 
loudly  through  the  palace,  .  .  "And  thou  shalt 
freely  hear,  and  freely  judge  the  latest  offspring 
of  my  fertile  genius, — my  lyrical  romance 
'No2Li^Iialma  /'  " 

Theos  started  violently,  .  .  he  had  the  greatest 
difficulty  to  restrain  the  anguished  cry  that  rose 
to  his  lips.  ''Nourhalma  !'^  O  memory!  .  . 
slow-filtering  reluctant  memory  !  .  .  why,  why 
was  his  brain  thus  tortured  with  these  conflict- 
ing pangs  of  piteous  recollection !  Little  by 
little,  like  sharp  deep  stabs  of  nervous  suffering, 
there  came  back  to  him  a  few  faint  fra^mentarv 
suggestions  which  gradually  formed  themselves 
into  a  distinct  and  comprehensive  certainty,  .  .  . 
''  Nourhahna  "  was  the  title  of  Jiis  own  poem, — 
the  poem  he  had  written,  surely  not  so  very 
long  ago,  among  the  mountains  of  the  Pass  of 
Dariel ! 
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His  first  emotion  on  making  this  new  mental 
re-discovery  was,  as  it  had  been  before  in  the 
King's  audience-hall,  one  of  absolute  terror, .... 
feverish  mad  terror  which  for  a  few  moments 
possessed  him  so  utterly  that,  turning  away  he 
buried  his  aching  head  among  the  cushions 
where  he  reclined,  in  order  to  hide  from  his 
companion's  eyes  any  outward  sign  that  might 
betray  his  desperate  misery.  Clenching  his 
hands  convulsively,  he,  silently  and  with  all  his 
strength,  combated  the  awful  horror  of  himself 
that  grew  up  spectrally  within  him, ....  the 
dreadful  distracting  uncertainty  of  his  own 
identity  that  again  confused  his  brain  and 
paralyzed  his  reason. 

At  last,  he  thought  wildly,  at  last  he  knew 
the   meaning   of   Hell!.,  the    frightful  spiritual 
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torment  of  a  baffled  Intelligence  set  adrift 
among  the  wrecks  and  shadows  of  things  that 
had  formerly  been  Its  pride  and  glory  !  What 
was  any  physical  suffering  compared  to  such  a 
frenzy  of  mind-agony  ?  Nothing  ! . .  less  than 
nothing  !  This  was  the  everlasting  thirst  and 
fire  spoken  of  so  vaguely  by  prophets  and 
preachers, — the  thirst  and  fire  of  the  Soul's 
unquenchable  longing  to  unravel  the  dismal 
tangle  of  its  own  bygone  deeds,  .  .  the  striving 
for  ever  in  vain  to  steadfastly  establish  the 
wavering  mystery  of  Its  own  existence ! 

"  Oh  God  ! .  .  God  ! — what  hast  Thou  made  of 
me  ! "  he  groaned  Inwardly,  as  he  endeavoured 
to  calm  the  tempest  of  his  unutterable  despair, 
— "Who  am  I  ? . .  Who  zaas  I  In  that  far  Past 
which,  like  the  pale  spirit  of  a  murdered  friend, 
haunts  me  so  indistinctly  yet  so  threateningly  ! 
Surely  the  gift  of  Poesy  was  mine  !  .  .  .  .  surely  I 
too,  could  weave  the  harmony  of  words  and 
thoughts  Into  a  sweet  and  fitting  music,  .  .  how 
comes  it  then  that  all  Sah-luma's  work  Is  but 
the  reflex  of  my  own  ?  O  woeful,  strange  and 
bitter  enigma ! .  .  when  shall  It  be  unravelled  ? 
'Noitrhalma ! '  'Twas  the  name  of  what  I 
deemed  my  masterpiece  !  .  .  O  silly  masterpiece, 
if  it  prove  thus  easy  of  Imitation  ! .  .  .  Yet  stay .  . 
let    me    be    patient  ! .  .  titles    are    often    copied 
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unconsciously  by  different  authors  in  different 
lands,  .  .  and  it  may  chance  that  Sah-luma's 
poem  is  after  all  his  own, — not  mine.  Not 
mine,  as  were  the  ballads  and  the  love-ode  he 
chanted  to  the  King  last  night ! .  .  O  Destiny  ! . . 
inscrutable  pitiless  Destiny  ! . .  rescue  my  tor- 
tured soul  from  chaos  ! .  .  declare  unto  me  who, 
— who  is  the  plagiarist  and  thief  of  Song  .  . 
myself  ox  Sah-luma  ?  " 

The  more  he  perplexed  his  mind  with  such 
questions,  the  deeper  grew  the  darkness  of  the 
inexplicable  dilemma,  to  which  a  fresh  obscurity 
was  now  added  in  his  suddenly  distinct  and 
distressful  remembrance  of  the  '  Pass  of  DarieL' 
Where  was  this  place,  he  wondered  wearily  ? — 
When  had  he  seen  it  ?  .  .  whom  had  he  met 
there  ? — and  how  had  he  come  to  Al-Kyris 
from  thence  ?  No  answer  could  his  vexed  brain 
shape  to  these  demands,  .  .  he  recollected  the 
'Pass  of  D arte r  just  as  he  recollected  the 
*  Field  of  Ardatk,' — without  the  least  idea  as  to 
what  connection  existed  between  them  and  his 
own  personal  adventures.  Presently  controlling 
himself,  he  raised  his  head  and  ventured  to 
look  up, — Sah-luma  stood  beside  him,  his  fine 
face  expressive  of  an  amiable  solicitude. 

''  Was  the  sunshine  too  strong,  my  friend, 
that    thou   didst  thus   bury    thine    eyes  in   thy 
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pillow  ?  "  he  Inquired  .  .  "  Pardon  my  discour- 
teous lack  of  consideration  for  thy  comfort  !  .  . 
I  love  the  sun  myself  so  well  that  methinks 
I  could  meet  his  burning  rays  at  full  noon-day 
and  yet  take  pleasure  in  the  warmth  of  such  a 
golden  smile  !  But  thou  perchance  art  unaccus- 
tomed to  the  light  of  Eastern  lands, — where- 
fore thy  brows  must  not  be  permitted  to  ache 
on,  uncared  for.  See ! — I  have  lowered  the 
awnings,  .  .  they  give  a  pleasant  shade, — and 
in  very  truth,  the  heat  to-day  is  greater  far 
than  ordinary  ; — one  would  think  the  gods  had 
kindled  some  new  fire  in  heaven  !  " 

And  as  he  spoke  he  took  up  a  long  palm-leaf 
fan  and  waved  it  to  and  fro  with  an  exquisitely 
graceful  movement  of  wrist  and  arm,  while 
Theos  gazing  at  him  In  mute  admiration,  forgot 
his  own  griefs  for  the  time  in  the  subtle,  strange 
and  absorbing  spell  exercised  upon  him  by  his 
host's  irresistible  influence.  Just  then  too, 
Sah-luma  appeared  handsomer  than  ever  in 
the  half-subdued  tints  of  radiance  that  flickered 
through  the  lowered  pale  blue  silken  awnings  : 
— the  effect  of  the  room  thus  shadowed  was  as 
of  a  soft  azure  mountain  mist  lit  sideways  by 
the  sun, — a  mist  through  which  the  white- 
garmented  symmetrical  figure  of  the  Laureate 
stood    forth    in   curiously  brilliant    outlines,   as 
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though  every  curve  of  supple  shoulder  and 
proud  throat  were  traced  with  a  pencil  of  pure 
light.  Scarcely  a  breath  of  air  made  its  way 
though  the  wide-open  casements — the  gentle 
dashing  noise  of  the  fountains  in  the  court  alone 
disturbed  the  deep  warm  stillness  of  the  morn- 
ing, or  the  occasional  sweeping  rustle  of  pea- 
cocks' plumes  as  these  stately  birds  strutted 
majestically  up  and  down,  up  and  down,  on  the 
marble  terrace  outside. 

Soothed  by  the  luxurious  peace  of  his  sur- 
roundings, the  delirium  of  Theos's  bewildering 
affliction  gradually  abated, — his  tempest-tossed 
mind  regained  to  a  certain  extent  its  equili- 
brium,—  and  falling  into  easy  converse  with 
his  fascinating  companion,  he  was  soon  himself 
again, — that  is,  as  much  himself  as  his  peculiar 
condition  permitted  him  to  be.  Yet  he  was  not 
altogether  free  from  a  certain  eager  and  de- 
cidedly painful  suspense  with  regard  to  the 
''Nourhalma''  problem, — and  he  was  conscious 
of  what  he  in  his  own  opinion  considered  an 
absurd  and  unnecessary  degree  of  excitement, 
when  the  door  of  the  apartment  presently 
opened  to  admit  Zabastes,  who  entered,  carrying 
several  sheets  of  papyrus  and  other  materials 
for  writing. 

The  old  Critic's  countenance  was  expressively 
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glum  and  ironical, — he  however  was  compelled 
like  all  the  other  paid  servants  of  the  house- 
hold, to  make  a  low  and  respectful  obeisance 
as  soon  as  he  found  himself  in  Sah-luma's 
presence, — an  act  of  homage  which  he  per- 
formed awkwardly,  and  with  evident  Ill-will. 
His  master  nodded  condescendingly  In  response 
to  his  reluctant  salute,  and  signed  to  him  to  take 
his  place  at  a  richly  carved  writing-table  adorned 
with  the  climbing  figures  of  winged  cupids 
exquisitely  wrought  in  ivory.  He  obeyed, 
shuffling  thither  uneasily,  and  sniffing  the  rose- 
fragrant  air  as  he  went  like  an  ill-conditioned 
cur  scenting  a  foe, — and  seating  himself  in  a 
high-backed  chair,  he  arranged  his  garments 
fussily  about  him,  rolled  up  his  long  em- 
broidered sleeves  to  the  elbow,  and  spread  his 
writing  Implements  all  over  the  desk  In  front 
of  him  with  much  mock-solemn  ostentation. 
Then,  rubbing  his  lean  hands  together,  he  gave 
a  stealthy  glance  of  covert  derision  round  at 
Sah-luma  and  Theos, — a  glance  which  Theos 
saw  and  in  his  heart  resented,  but  which 
Sah-luma,  absorbed  In  his  own  reflections 
apparently  failed  to  notice. 

"All  is  In  readiness  my  lord  !"  he  announced 
in  his  disagreeable  croaking  tones, — "  Here  are 
the    clean    and     harmless     slips    of    river-reed 
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waiting  to  be  soiled  and  spotted  with  my  lord's 
indelible  thoughts, — here  also  are  the  innocent 
quills  of  the  white  heron,  as  yet  unstained  by 
coloured  writing-fluid  whether  black,  red,  gold, 
silver  or  purple  !  Mark  you,  most  illustrious 
bard,  the  touching  helplessness  and  purity  of 
these  meek  servants  of  a  scribbler's  fancy  !  .  . 
Blank  papyrus  and  empty  quills  !  Bethink  you 
seriously  whether  it  were  not  better  to  leave 
them  thus  unblemished,  the  simple  products  of 
unfaulty  Nature,  than  use  them  to  Indite  the 
wondrous  things  of  my  lord's  Imagination, 
whereof,  all  wondrous  though  they  seem,  no 
man  shall  ever  be  the  wiser  ! " 

And  he  chuckled,  stroking  his  stubbly  grey 
beard  the  while,  with  a  blandly  suggestive,  yet 
malign  look  directed  at  Sah-luma,  who  met  It 
with  a  slight  cold  smile  of  faintly  amused 
contempt. 

*'  Peace,  fool  !  "  he  said  , — "  That  barbarous 
tongue  of  thine  Is  like  the  imperfect  clapper  of  a 
broken  bell  that  strikes  forth  harsh  and  unde- 
sired  sounds  suggesting  nothing  !  Thy  present 
duty  Is  to  hear,  and  not  to  speak, — therefore 
listen  discerningly  and  write  with  exactitude, — 
so  shall  thy  poor  blank  scrolls  of  reed  grow  rich 
with  gems,  .  .  gems  of  high  poesy  that  the  whole 
world  shall  hoard  and  cherish  miser-like  when 
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the  poet  who    created   their    bright    splendour 
is  no  more  !  " 

He  sighed — a  short  troubled  sigh, — and  stood 
for  a  moment  silent  In  an  attitude  of  pensive 
thought.  Theos  watched  him  yearningly, — 
waiting  In  almost  breathless  suspense  till  he 
should  dictate  aloud  the  first  line  of  his  poem. 
Zabastes  meanwhile  settled  himself  more  com- 
fortably in  his  chair,  and  taking  up  one  of  the 
long  quills  with  which  he  was  provided, 
dipped  it  in  a  reddish-purple  liquid  which  at 
once  stained  its  point  to  a  deep  roseate  hue,  so 
that  when  the  light  flickered  upon  it  from  time 
to  time,  it  appeared  as  though  It  were  tipped 
with  fire.  How  intense  the  heat  was,  thought 
Theos  ! — as  with  one  hand  he  pushed  his 
clustering  hair  from  his  brow,  not  without 
notlclngf  that  his  action  was  imitated  almost  at 
once  by  Sah-luma  who  also  seemed  to  feel  the 
oppressiveness  of  the  atmosphere.  And  what 
a  blaze  of  blue  pervaded  the  room  !  .  .  delicate 
ethereal  blue  as  of  shimmering  lakes  and  sum- 
mer skies  melted  together  into  one  luminous 
radiance,  .  .  .  radiance  that  while  filmy,  was 
yet  perfectly  transparent,  and  in  which  the 
Laureate's  classic  form  appeared  to  be  gloriously 
enveloped  like  that  of  some  new  descended 
god  ! 
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Theos  rubbed  his  eyes  to  cure  them  of  their 
dazzled  ache,  .  .  what  a  marvellous  scene  it  was 
to  look  upon  he  mused !  .  ,  would  he, — could  he 
ever  forget  it  ?  Ah  no  ! — never,  never  ]  not 
till  his  dying  day  would  he  be  able  to  obliterate 
it  from  his  memory, — and  who  could  tell  whether 
even  after  death  he  might  not  still  recall  it ! 

Just  then  Sah-luma  raised  his  hand  by  way 
of  signal  to  Zabastes,  .  .  his  face  became  earnest, 
pathetic,  even  grand  in  the  fervent  concentration 
of  his  thoughts,  ...  he  was  about  to  begin  his 
dictation,  .  .  .  now  .  .  .  now  ! .  .  and  Theos  leaned 
forward  nervously,  his  heart  beating  with  ap- 
prehensive expectation  .  .  .  Hush  !  .  .  .  the  deli- 
cious suave  melody  of  his  friend's  voice  pene- 
trated the  silence  like  the  sweet  harmonic  of  a 
harp-string  .  . 

**  Write — "  said  he  slowly  .  .  "  write  first 
the  title  of  my  poem  thus  : — '  Nourhalma  :  A 
Love- Legend   of  the   Past.'" 

There  was  a  pause  during  which  the  pen  of 
Zabastes  travelled  quickly  over  the  papyrus  for 
a  moment,  then  stopped.  Theos,  almost 
suffocated  with  anxiety,  could  hardly  maintain 
even  the  appearance  of  calmness, — the  title 
proclaimed  with  its  second  appendage  was 
precisely  the  same  as  that  of  his  own  work, — 
but  this  did  not  now  affect  him  so  much.     What 
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he  waited  for  with  such  painfully  strained 
attention  was  the  first  line  of  the  poem.  If  it 
was  his  line  he  knew  it  already  ! — It  ran  thus  : 

"  A  central  sorrow  dwells  in  perfect  joy, — " 

Scarcely  had  he  repeated  this  to  himself 
inwardly,  than  Sah-luma  with  majestic  grace 
and  sweetness  of  utterance,  dictated  aloud  : 

''  A  ceiiti'al  sorrow  dwells  hi  perfect  joy  !  " 

''Ah  God!'' 

The  sharp  cry  half  fierce,  half  despairing 
broke  from  Theos's  quivering  lips  in  spite  of  all 
the  efforts  he  made  to  control  his  agitation,  and 
the  Laureate  turned  towards  him  with  a  sur- 
prised and  somewhat  irritated  movement  that 
plainly  evinced  annoyance  at  the  interruption. 

'*  Pardon,  Sah-luma  !  "  he  murmured  hastily  .  . 
"  'Twas  a  slight  pang  at  the  heart  troubled 
me, — a  mere  nothing  !, — I  take  shame  to  myself 
to  have  cried  out  for  such  a  pin's  prick  !  Speak 
on  ! — thy  first  line  is  as  soft  as  honey-dew, — as 
suggestive  as  the  light  of  dawn  on  sleeping 
flowers  ! " 

And  leaning  dizzily  back  on  his  couch,  he 
closed  his  eyes  to  shut  In  the  hot  and  bitter 
tears  that  welled  up  rebelliously  and  threatened 
to  fall,  notwithstanding  his  endeavour  to  restrain 
them.     His    head    throbbed    and    burned    as 
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though  a  chaplet  of  fiery  thorns  encircled  It, 
instead  of  the  once-desired  crown  of  Fame  he 
had  so  fondly  dreamt  of  winning  ! 

Fame  ? .  .  Alas !  that  bright  delusive  vision 
had  fled  for  ever, — there  were  no  glory-laurels 
left  growing  for  him  In  the  fields  of  poetic  art 
and  inspiration, — Sah-luma,  the  fortunate  Sah- 
luma,  had  gathered  and  possessed  them  all ! 
Taking  everything  into  serious  consideration, 
he  came  at  last  to  the  deeply  mortifying  con- 
clusion that  it  must  be  himself  who  was  the 
plagiarist, — the  unconscious  Imitator  of  Sah- 
luma's  Ideas  and  methods, . .  and  the  worst  of  it 
was  that  his  imitation  was  so  terribly  exact  ! 

O,  how  heartily  he  despised  himself  for  his 
poor  and  pitiful  lack  of  originality  !  Down  to 
the  very  depths  of  humiliation  he  sternly  abased 
his  complaining,  struggling,  wounded,  and  sorely 
resentful  spirit, .  .  he  then  and  there  became  the 
merciless  executioner  of  his  own  claims  to 
literary  honour, — and  deliberately  crushing  all 
his  past  ambition,  mutinous  discontent  and 
uncompliant  desires  with  a  strong  master-hand, 
he  lay  quiet.  ...  as  patiently  unmoved  as  Is  a 
dead  man  to  the  wrongs  inflicted  on  his 
memory  ....  and  forced  himself  to  listen  re- 
signedly to  every  glowing  line  of  his, . .  no, 
not   his, — but    Sah-luma's    poem, . .  the    lovely 

VOL.  II.  22  s  ^6 


ARDATH. 

gracious,  delicate,  entrancing  poem  he  re- 
membered so  well !  And  by  and  bye  as  each 
mellifluous  stanza  sounded  softly  on  his  ears, 
a  strangely  solemn  tranquillity  swept  over  him, 
— a  most  soothing  halcyon  calm,  as  though 
some  passing  angel's  hand  had  touched  his 
brow  in  benediction. 

He  looked  at  Sah-luma,  not  enviously  now 
but  all  admiringly, — It  seemed  to  him  that  he 
had  never  heard  a  sweeter,  tenderer  music  than 
the  story  of  ''  Noit^^habna'''  as  recited  by  his 
friend.  And  so  to  that  friend  he  silently 
awarded  his  own  wished-for  glory,  praise  and 
everlasting  fame ! — that  glory,  praise  and  fame 
which  had  formerly  allured  his  fancy  as  being 
the  best  of  all  the  world  could  offer,  but  which 
he  now  entirely  and  willingly  relinquished  in 
favour  of  this  more  deserving  and  dear  com- 
rade, whose  superior  genius  he  submissively 
acknowledged  ! 

There  was  a  great  quietness  everywhere, — 
the  rising  and  falling  Inflections  of  Sah-luma's 
soft  rich  voice  rather  deepened  than  disturbed 
the  stillness, — the  pen  of  Zabastes  glided  noise- 
lessly over  the  slips  of  papyrus, — and  the  small 
sounds  of  the  outer  air,  such  as  the  monotonous 
hum  of  bees  among  the  masses  of  lily-bloom 
that   towered    in    white    clusters    between   the 
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festooned  awnings,  .  .  the  thirsty  twltterni;:^  of 
birds  hiding  under  the  long  palm-leaves  to 
shelter  themselves  from  the  heat,  and  the  in- 
cessant splash  of  the  fountains,  ...  all  seemed 
to  be,  as  it  were  mere  appendages  to  enhance 
the  breathless  hush  of  nature.  Presently  Sah- 
luma  paused, — and  Zabastes,  heaving  a  sigh  of 
relief,  looked  up  from  his  writing  and  laid  down 
his  pen. 

"  The  work  is  finished,  most  illustrious  ?  "  he 
demanded,  a  curious  smile  playing  on  his  thin 
satirical  lips. 

''Finished?"  echoed  Sah-luma  disdainfully 
— ''  Nay, — 'tis  but  the  end  of  the  First 
Canto." 

The  scribe  gave  vent  to  a  dismal  groan. 

"  Ye  gods  !  "  he  exclaimed — ''  Is  there  more 
to  come  of  this  bombastic  ranting  and  vile 
torturing  of  phrases  unheard-of  and  altogether 
unnatural !  O  Sah-luma  ! — -marvellous  Sah- 
luma  !  twaddler  Sah-luma  !  what  a  brain-box  is 
thine  ! .  .  How  full  of  dislocated  word-puzzles 
and  similes  gone  mad  !  Now,  as  I  live,  expect 
no  mercy  from  me  this  time  !  "  .  .  and  he  shook 
his  head  threateningly, — ''  For  If  the  public 
news-sheet  will  serve  me  as  mine  anvil,  I  will 
so  pound  thee  in  pieces  with  the  sledge- 
hammer   of  my  criticism  that,    by  the   Ship  of 
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the  Sun  ! .  .  for  once  Al-Kyrls  shall  be  moved  to 
laughter  at  thee!  Mark  me,  good  tuner-up  of 
tinkling  foolishness ! .  .  I  will  so  choose  out 
and  handle  thy  feeblest  lines  that  they  shall 
seem  but  the  doggerel  of  a  street  ballad-monger  ! 
I  will  give  so  bald  an  epitome  of  this  sickly 
love-tale  that  it  shall  appear  to  all  who  read  my 
commentary  the  veriest  trash  that  ever  poet 
penned  !  .  .  Moreover  I  can  most  admirably  mis- 
quote thee,  and  distort  thy  meanings  with  such 
excellent  bitter  jesting,  that  thou  thyself  shalt 
scarcely  recognize  thine  own  production  !  By 
Nagaya's  Shrine  !  what  a  feast  'twill  be  for 
my  delectation  !  " — and  he  rubbed  his  hands 
gleefully — "  With  what  a  weight  of  withering 
analysis  I  can  pulverize  this  Idyll  of  'Nourhalma 
into  the  dust  and  ashes  of  a  common-sens.e 
contempt !  " 

While  Zabastes  thus  spoke,  Sah-luma  had' 
helped  himself,  by  way  of  refreshment,  to  two 
ripe  figs  In  whose  luscious  crimson  pulp  his 
white  teeth  met,  with  all  the  enjoying  zest  of  a 
child's  healthy  appetite.  He  now  held  up  the 
rind  and  stalks  of  these  devoured  delicacies, 
and  smiled. 

"  Thus  wilt  thou  swallow  up  my  poem  in  thy 
glib  clumsiness,  Zabastes !  "  he  said  lightly — 
*'  And  thus  wilt  thou  hold  up  the  most  tasteless 

22S 


"NOURHXlMA." 

portions  of  the  whole  for  the  judgment  of  the 
public !  'Tis  the  manner  of  thy  craft, — yet 
see  !  " — and  with  a  dexterous  movement  of  his 
arm,  he  threw  the  fruit-peel  through  the  window 
far  out  into  the  garden  beyond — "There  goes 
thy  famous  criticism!  "  and  he  laughed  .  .  '*  And 
those  that  taste  the  fruit  itself  at  first  hand  will 
not  soon  forget  its  flavour !  Nevertheless  I 
hope  indeed  that  thou  wilt  strive  to  slaughter 
me  with  thy  blunt  paper  sword  !  I  do  most 
mirthfully  relish  the  one-sided  combat,  in  which 
I  stand  in  silence  to  receive  thy  blows,  myself 
unhurt  and  tranquil  as  a  marble  god  whom 
ruffians  rail  upon  !  Do  I  not  pay  thee  to  abuse 
me  ?  .  .  here,  thou  crusty  soul ! — drink  and  be 
content  !  " — And  with  a  charming  condescension 
he  handed  a  full  goblet  of  wine  to  his  cantan- 
kerous Critic,  who  accepted  it  ungraciously, 
muttering  in  his  beard  the  necessary  words  of 
thanks  for  his  master's  consideration, — then, 
turning  to  Theos,  the  Laureate  continued  : 

''  And  thou,  my  friend,  what  dost  thou  think 
of  '  Nourhalma '  so  far  ?  Hath  it  not  a  certain 
exquisite  smoothness  of  rhythm  like  the  ripple 
of  a  woodland  stream  clear-winding  through 
the  reeds  ? .  .  and  is  there  not  a  tender  witchery 
in  the  delineation  of  my  maiden-heroine,  so 
warmly   fair,    so   wildly  passionate  ?     Methinks 
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she  doth  resemble  some  rich  flower  of  our 
tropic  fields,  blooming  at  sunset  and  dead  at 
moonrise  !  " 

Theos  waited  a  moment  before  replying. 
Truth  to  tell,  he  was  inwardly  overcome  with 
shame  to  remember  how  wantonly  he  had 
copied  the  description  of  this  same  Nour- 
halma  !  .  .  and  plaintively  he  wondered  how  he 
could  have  unconsciously  committed  so  flagrant 
a  theft !  Summoning  up  all  his  self-possession 
however,  he  answered  bravely  : 

"  Thy  work  Sah-luma,  is  worthy  of  thyself! .  . 
need  I  say  more  ?  .  .  Thou  hast  most  aptly 
proved  thy  claim  upon  the  whole  world's 
gratitude,  .  .  .  such  lofty  thoughts, . .  such  noble 
discourse  upon  love, — such  high  philosophy, 
wherein  the  deepest  dearest  dreams  of  life  are 
grandly  pictured  in  enduring  colours, — these 
things  are  gifts  to  poor  humanity  whereby  it 
must  become  enriched  and  proud  !  Thy  name, 
bright  soul,  shall  be  as  a  quenchless  star  on  the 
dark  brows  of  melancholy  Time,  .  .  men  gazing 
thereat  shall  wonder  and  adore, — and  even  /, 
the  least  among  thy  friends,  may  also  win  from 
thee  a  share  of  glory  !  For,  simply  to  know 
thee, — to  listen  to  thy  heaven-inspired  utter- 
ance, might  bring  the  most  renownless  student 
some  reflex   of   thine   honour !     Yes,    thou  art 
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great,  Sah-luma !  .  .  great  as  the  greatest  of 
earth's  gifted  sons  of  song  ! — and  with  all  my 
heart  I  offer  thee  my  homage,  and  pride  myself 
upon  the  splendour  of  thy  fame  !  " 

And  as  the  eager,  enthusiastic  words  came 
from  his  lips,  he  beheld  Sah-luma's  beautiful 
countenance  brighten  more  and  more,  till  It 
appeared  mysteriously  transfigured  Into  a  ma- 
jestic Angel-face  that  for  one  brief  moment 
startled  him  by  the  divine  tenderness  of  its 
compassionate  smile !  This  expression  how- 
ever was  transitory, — It  passed,  and  the  dark 
eyes  of  the  Laureate  gleamed  with  a  merely 
serene  and  affectionate  complacency  as  he  said  : 

"  I  thank  thee  for  thy  praise  good  Theos ! — - 
thou  art  Indeed  the  friendliest  of  critics  !  Hadst 
thou  thyself  been  the  author  of  '  Nourhahna  ' 
thou  couldst  not  have  spoken  with  more  ardent 
feeling  !  Were  Zabastes  like  thee,  discerningly 
just  and  reasonable,  he  would  be  all  unfit  for 
his  vocation, — for  'tis  an  odd  circumstance  that 
praise  In  the  public  news-sheet  does  a  writer 
more  harm  than  good,  while  ill-conditioned  and 
malicious  abuse  doth  very  materially  Increase 
and  strengthen  his  reputation.  Yet,  after  all, 
there  is  a  certain  sense  in  the  argument, — for  If 
much  eulogy  be  penned  by  the  cheap  scribes, 
the    reading    populace    at    once   imagine  these 
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fellows  have  been  bribed  to  give  their  over- 
zealous  approval,  or  that  they  are  close  friends 
and  banquet-comrades  of  the  author  whom  they 
arduously  uphold,  .  .  .  whereas  on  the  contrary, 
if  they  indulge  in  bitter  invective,  flippant 
gibing  or  clumsy  satire  like  my  amiable 
Zabastes  here  .  ."  and  he  made  an  airy 
gesture  towards  the  silent  yet  evidently  chaf- 
ing Critic,  .  .  *'  (and,  mark  you  ! — he  is  not 
bribed,  but  merely  paid  fair  wages  to  fulfil  his 
chosen  and  professed  calling,) — why,  thereupon 
the  multitude  exclaim — '  What !  this  poet  hath 
such  enemies  ? — nay  then,  how  great  a  genius 
he  must  be  ! ' — and  forthwith  they  clamour  for 
his  work,  which,  if  it  speak  not  for  itself  is  then 
and  only  then  to  be  deemed  faulty,  and  meriting 
oblivion.  'Tis  the  People's  verdict  which  alone 
gives  fame." 

"  And  yet  the  people  are  often  ignorant  of 
what  is  noblest  and  best  in  literature  I  "  observed 
Theos  musingly. 

''  Ignorant  in  some  ways,  yes  !  "  agreed  Sah- 
luma — "  But  in  many  others,  no  !  They  may 
be  ignorant  as  to  zuJiy  they  admire  a  certain 
thing,  yet  they  admire  it  all  the  same,  because 
their  natural  instinct  leads  them  so  to  do.  And 
this  is  the  special  gift  which  endows  the  un- 
cultured masses    with    an   occasional   sweeping 
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advantage  over  the  cultured  few, — the  superi- 
ority of  their  Instinct,  hjs,  in  cases  of  poUtical  re- 
volution for  example, — while  the  finely  educated 
orator  is  endeavouring  by  all  the  force  of  artful 
rhetoric  to  prove  that  all  is  in  order  and  as  it 
should  be,  the  mob,  moved  by  one  tremendous 
impulse,  discover  for  themselves  that  everything 
is  wrong,  and  moreover  that  nothing  will  come 
right,  unless  they  rise  up  and  take  authority, 
.  .  .  accordingly,  down  go  the  thrones  and 
the  colleges,  the  palaces,  the  temples  and  the 
law-assemblies, — all  like  so  many  toys  before 
the  resistless  instinct  of  the  people,  w^ho  revolt 
at  injustice,  and  who  feel  and  know  when  they 
are  injured,  though  they  are  not  clever  enough 
to  explain  where  their  injury  lies.  And  so, 
as  they  cannot  talk  about  it  coherently,  any 
more  than  a  lion  struck  by  an  arrow  can  give 
a  learned  dissertation  on  his  wound,  they  act,  .  . 
and  the  heat  and  fury  of  their  action  upheaves 
dynasties  !  Again, — reverting  to  the  question 
of  taste  and  literature, — the  mob,  untaught  and 
untrained  in  the  subtleties  of  art  will  applaud 
to  the  echo  certain  grand  and  convincing  home- 
truths  set  forth  in  the  plays  of  the  divine 
Hyspiros, — simply  because  they  instinctively 
feel  them  to  be  truths,  no  matter  how  far  they 
themselves    may    be    from    acting    up    to    the 
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standard  of  morality  therein  contained.  The 
more  highly  cultured  will  hear  the  same 
passages  unmoved,  because  they,  in  the  excess 
of  artificially-gained  wisdom,  have  deadened 
their  instincts  so  far,  that  while  they  listen 
to  a  truth  pronounced,  they  already  consider 
how  best  they  can  confute  it,  and  prove  the 
same  a  lie !  Honest  enthusiasm  is  impossible 
to  the  over-punctilious  and  pedantic  scholar, — 
but  on  the  other  hand,  I  would  have  it  plainly 
understood  that  a  mere  brief  local  popularity  is 
not  Fame,  .  .  No!  for  the  author  who  wins 
the  first,  never  secures  the  last.  What  I  mean 
is,  that  a  book  or  poem  to  be  great,  and  keep 
its  greatness  hereafter,  must  be  judged  worthy 
by  the  natural  instinct  of  peoples.  Their 
decision  I  own,  may  be  tardy, — their  hesitation 
may  be  prolonged  through  a  hundred  or  more 
years, — but  their  acceptance,  whether  it  be  de- 
clared in  the  author's  life-time,  or  ages  after 
his  death,  must  be  considered  final.  I  would 
add  moreover,  that  this  world-wide  decision 
has  never  yet  been,  and  never  will  be  hastened 
by  any  amount  of  written  criticism, — it  is  the 
responsive  beat  of  the  enormous  Pulse  of  Life 
that  thrills  through  all  mankind,  high  and  low, 
gentle  and  simple, — its  great  throbs  are  slow 
and  solemnly  measured, — yet  if  once  It  answers 
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to  a   Poet's  touch,   that    Poet's  name   Is   made 
glorious  for  ever  !  " 

He  spoke  with  a  rush  of  earnestness  and 
eloquence  that  was  both  persuasive  and  power- 
ful, and  he  now  stood  silent  and  absorbed,  his 
dreamy  eyes  resting  meditatively  on  the  massive 
bust  of  the  immortal  personage  he  called  Hys- 
piros,  which  smiled  out  in  serene  cold  whiteness 
from  the  velvet-shadowed  shrine  it  occupied. 
Theos  watched  him  with  fascinated  and  frater- 
nal fondness,  .  .  did  ever  man  possess  so  dulcet 
a  voice  he  thought  ? . .  so  grave  and  rich  and 
marvellously  musical,  yet  thrilling  with  such 
heart-moving  suggestions  of  mingled  pride  and 
plaintiveness  ? 

"  Thou  art  a  most  alluring  orator  Sah-luma  !  " 
he  said  suddenly — "  Methinks  I  could  listen  to 
thee  all  day  and  never  tire  !  " 

"  r  faith  so  could  not  I  !  "  interposed  Zabastes 
grimly.  "  For  when  a  bard  begins  to  gabble 
goose-like  platitudes  which  merely  concern  his 
own  vocation,  the  gods  only  know  when  he  can 
be  persuaded  to  stop  !  Nay,  'tis  more  irksome 
far  than  the  recitation  of  his  professional  jingle 
— for  to  that  there  must  in  time  come  a  merciful 
fitting  end,  but,  as  I  live,  if  'twas  my  custom  to 
say  prayers,  I  would  pray  to  be  delivered  from 
the  accursed   volubility  of  a  versifier's  tongue  ! 
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And  perchance  it  will  not  be  considered  out  of 
my  line  of  duty  if  I  venture  to  remind  my  most 
illustrious  and  renowned  master — "  this  with  a 
withering  sneer, — ''that  if  he  has  any  more  re- 
markable nothings  to  dictate  concerning  this 
particularly  inane  creation  of  his  fancy  *  Noiir- 
halma^  'twill  be  well  that  we  should  proceed 
therewith,  for  the  hours  wax  late  and  the  sun 
veereth  towards  his  House  of  Noon." 

And  he  spread  out  fresh  slips  of  papyrus 
and  again  prepared  his  long  quill. 

Sah-luma  smiled,  as  one  who  is  tolerant  of 
the  whims  of  a  hired  buffoon, — and,  this  time 
seating  himself  In  his  ebony  chair  was  about  to 
commence  dictating  his  Second  Canto,  when 
Theos  yielding  to  his  desire  to  speak  aloud 
the  idea  that  had  just  flashed  across  his  brain, 
said  abruptly — 

"  Has  it  ever  seemed  to  thee  Sah-luma,  as  it 
now  does  to  me,  that  there  is  a  strange  resem- 
blance between  thy  imaginative  description  of 
the  ideal  *  Notirhalma!  and  the  actual  charms 
and  virtues  of  thy  strayed  singing-maid  Ni- 
phrata  ?  " 

Sah-luma  looked  up,  thoroughly  astonished, 
and  laughed. 

**  No  ! — Verily  I  have  not  traced,  nor  can  I 
trace  the  smallest  vestige  of  a  similarity  !  Why, 
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good  Theos,  there  is  none  ! — not  the  least  in 
the  world, — for  this  heroine  of  mine,  Nourhalma, 
loves  in  vain,  and  sacrifices  all,  even  her  inno- 
cent and  radiant  life  for  love,  as  thou  wilt  hear 
in  the  second  half  of  the  poem, — moreover  she 
loves  one  who  is  utterly  unworthy  of  her  faithful 
tenderness.  Now  Niphrata  is  a  child  of  delicate 
caprice  .  .  .  she  loves  me, — me  her  lord, — and 
methinks  I  am  not  negligent  or  undeserving  of 
her  devotion  ! .  .  again,  she  has  no  strength  of 
spirit, — her  timorous  blood  would  freeze  at  the 
mere  thought  of  death, — she  is  more  prone  to 
play  with  flowers  and  sing  for  pure  delight  of 
heart  than  perish  for  the  sake  of  love !  'Tis 
an  unequal  simile,  my  friend  ! — as  well  compare 
a  fiery  planet  with  a  twinkling  dewdrop,  as 
draw  a  parallel  between  the  heroic  ideal  maid 
'  Nourhalma  ' — and  my  fluttering  singing-bird, 
Niphrata!" 

Theos  sighed  involuntarily, — but  forcing  a 
smile,  let  the  subject  drop  and  held  his  peace, 
while  Sah-luma,  taking  up  the  thread  of  his 
poetical  narrative,  went  on  reciting.  When  the 
story  began  to  ripen  towards  its  conclusion  he 
grew  more  animated,  .  .  .  rising,  he  paced  the 
room  as  he  declaimed  the  splendid  lines  that 
now  rolled  gloriously  one  upon  another  like 
deep-mouthed  billows  thundering  on  the  shore, 
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— his  gestures  were  all  indicative  of  the  fervour 
of  his  inward  ecstasy, — his  eyes  flashed, — his 
features  glowed  with  that  serene  proud  light  of 
conscious  power  and  triumph  that  rests  on  the 
calm  wide  brows  of  the  sculptured  Apollo, — 
and  Theos,  leaning  on  one  arm  in  a  half-sitting 
posture,  contemplated  him  with  a  curious  sensa- 
tion of  wistful  eagerness  and  passionate  pain, 
such  as  might  be  felt  by  some  forgotten  artist 
mysteriously  permitted  to  come  out  of  his  grave 
and  wander  back  to  earth,  there  to  see  his  once- 
rejected  pictures  hung  in  places  of  honour 
among  the  world's  chief  treasures. 

A  strange  throb  of  melancholy  satisfaction 
stirred  his  pulses  as  he  reflected  that  he  might 
now,  without  any  self-conceit,  at  least  admire 
the  poem ! — since  he  had  decided  that  it  was  no 
longer  his,  but  another's,  he  was  free  to  bestow 
on  it  as  much  as  he  would  of  unstinting  praise  ! 
For  it  was  very  fine, — there  could  be  no  doubt 
of  that,  whatever  Zabastes  might  say  to  the 
contrary, — and  it  was  not  only  fine,  but  intensely, 
humanly  pathetic,  seeming  to  strike  a  chord  of 
passion  such  as  had  never  before  been  sounded, 
— a  chord  to  which  the  world  would  be  compelled 
to  listen, — yes, — compelled  I  thought  Theos  ex- 
ultingly,  as  Sah-luma  drew  nearer  and  nearer 
the  close  of  his  dictation The  deep  quiet 
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all  around  was  so  heavy  as  to  be  almost  un- 
comfortable in  its  oppressiveness, — it  exercised 
a  sort  of  strain  upon  the  nerves 

Hark  !  what  was  that  ?  Through  the  hot  and 
silent  air  swept  a  sullen  surging  noise  as  of  the 
angry  shouting  of  a  vast  multitude, — then  came 
the  fast  and  furious  gallop  of  many  horses, — 
and  again  that  fierce  resentful  roar  of  indignation, 
swelling  up  as  it  seemed  from  thousands  of 
throats.  Moved  all  three  at  once,  by  the  same 
instinctive  desire  to  know  what  was  going  on, 
Theos,  Sah-luma,  and  Zabastes  sprang  from 
their  different  places  in  the  room,  and  hurried 
out  on  the  marble  terrace,  dashing  aside  the 
silken  awnings  as  they  went  in  order  the  better 
to  see  the  open  glimpses  of  the  city  thorough- 
fares that  lay  below.  Theos  leaning  far  out 
over  the  western  half  of  the  balustrade,  was 
able  to  command  a  distant  view  of  the  great 
Square  in  which  the  huge  white  granite  Obelisk 
occupied  so  prominent  a  position,  and  fixing  his 
eyes  attentively  on  this  spot,  saw  that  it  was 
filled  to  overflowing  with  a  dense  mass  of  people 
whose  white-raimented  forms,  pressed  together 
in  countless  numbers,  swayed  restlessly  to  and 
tro  like  the  rising  waves  of  a  stormy  sea. 

Lifted   above  this    troubled  throng,  one   tall 
dark  figure  was   distinctly  outlined  against  the 
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dazzling  face  of  the  Obelisk — a  figure  that 
appeared  to  be  standing  on  the  back  of  the 
colossal  Lion  that  lay  couchant  beneath.  And 
as  Theos  strained  his  sight  to  distinguish  the 
details  of  the  scene  more  accurately,  he  sud- 
denly beheld  a  glittering  regiment  of  mounted 
men  in  armour,  charging  straightly  and  with 
cruelly  determined  speed,  right  into  the  centre 
of  the  crowd,  apparently  regardless  of  all  havoc 
to  life  and  limb  that  might  ensue.  Involuntarily 
he  uttered  an  exclamation  of  horror  at  what 
seemed  to  him  so"  wanton  and  brutal  an  act, 
when  just  then  Sah-luma  caught  him  eagerly  by 
the  arm, — Sah-luma  whose  soft  oval  counten- 
ance was  brilliant  with  excitement  and  in  whose 
eyes  gleamed  a  mingled  expression  of  mirth 
and  ferocity. 

'*  Come,  come  my  friend  !  "  he  said  hastily — 
"  Yonder  Is  a  sight  worth  seeing !  'Tis  the 
mad  Khosrul  who  is  thus  entrenched  and 
fortified  by  the  mob, — as  I  live,  that  sweeping 
gallop  of  His  Majesty's  Royal  Guards  is 
magnificent !  They  wull  seize  the  Prophet  this 
time  without  fail !  Aye,  If  they  slay  a  thousand 
of  the  populace  In  the  performance  of  their 
duty  !  Come  ! — let  us  hasten  to  the  scene  of 
action — 'twill  be  a  struggle  I  would  not  miss 
for  all  the  world  ! " 
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He  sprang  down  the  steps  of  the  loggia, 
accompanied  by  Theos  who  was  equally 
excited, — when  all  at  once  Zabastes  thrusting 
out  his  head  through  a  screen  of  vine-leaves 
cried  after  them — 

"  Sah-luma  ! — Most  illustrious  !  What  of  the 
poem  ?     It  is  not  finished  !  " 

*'  No  matter  !  "  returned  Sah-luma — "  'Twill 
be  finished  hereafter  !  " 

And  he  hastened  on,  Theos  treading  close 
in  his  footsteps,  and  thinking  as  he  went  of  the 
new  enigma  thus  proposed  to  puzzle  afresh  the 
vveary  workings  of  his  mind.  His  poem  of 
"  Nourhahria  " — or  rather  the  poem  he  had 
fancied  was  his, — had  been  entirely  completed 
down  to  the  last  line ; — now  Sah-luma's  was 
left  ''to  be  finished  hereafter  T 

Strange  that  he  should  find  a  pale  glimmer- 
ing of  consolation  in  this ! — a  feeble  hope  that 
perhaps  after  all,  at  some  future  time,  he  might  be 
able  to  produce  a  few,  a  very  few  lines  of  noble 
verse  that  should  be  deemed  purely  original !  .  . 
enough  perchance  to  endow  him  with  a  faint 
far  halo  of  diminished  glory  such  as  plodding 
students  occasionally  win,  by  following  humbly 
yet  ardently  ....  even  as  he  now  followed 
Sah-luma  ....  in  the  paths  of  excellence 
marked  out  by  greater  men  ! 
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In  less  time  than  he  could  have  imagined 
possible,  he  found  himself  in  the  densely 
crowded  Square,  buffeting  and  struggling  against 
an  angry  and  rebellious  mob,  who  half  resentful 
and  half  terrified,  had  evidently  set  themselves 
to  resist  the  determined  charge  made  by  the 
mounted  soldiery  into  their  midst.  For  once 
Sah-luma's  appearance  created  no  diversion, — 
he  w^as  pushed  and  knocked  about  as  uncere- 
moniously as  if  he  were  the  commonest  citizen 
of  them  all.  He  seemed  carelessly  surprised  at 
this,  but  nevertheless  took  his  hustling  very 
good-humouredly,  and  keeping  his  shoulders 
well  squared,  forced  his  way  with  Theos  by 
slow  deo^rees  throup-h  the  serried  ranks  of 
people,  many  of  whom  roused  to  a  sort  of 
frenzy,    threw    themselves   in   front  of  the   ad- 
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vancing  horses  of  the  guard,  and  seizing  the 
reins  held  on  to  these  like  grim  death,  reckless 
of  all  danger. 

As  yet  no  weapons  were  used  either  by  the 
soldiers  or  the  populace, — the  former  seemed 
for  the  present  contented  to  simply  ride  down 
those  who  impeded  their  progress, — and  that 
they  had  done  so  in  terrible  earnest,  was  plainly 
evident  from  the  numbers  of  wounded  creatures 
that  lay  scattered  about  on  every  side  in  an 
apparently  half  dying  condition.  Yet  there 
was  s.irely  a  strange  insensibility  to  suffering 
among  them  all,  inasmuch  as  in  spite  of  the 
contention  and  confusion,  there  were  no  violent 
shrieks  of  either  pain  or  fury, — no  exclamations 
of  rage  or  despair, — no  sound  whatever  indeed, 
save  a  steady,  sullen,  monotonous  snarl  of 
opposition,  above  which  the  resonant  voice  of 
the  Prophet  Khosrul  rang  out  like  a  silver 
clarion. 

''  O  people  doomed  and  made  desolate !  "  he 
cried  .  .  "  O  nation  once  mighty,  brought  low 
to  the  dust  of  destruction  !  Hear  me,  ye  strong 
men  and  fair  women ! — and  you,  ye  poor  little 
children  who  never  again  shall  see  the  sun  rise 
on  the  thousand  domes  of  Al-Kyris  !  Lift  up 
the  burden  of  bitter  lamentation  ! — lift  it  up  to 
the    Heaven   of   Heavens,    the   Throne   of  the 
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All-Seeing  Glory,   the   Giver  of  Law,  the  De- 
stroyer of  Evil !     Weep  ! .  .  weep  for  your  sins 
and  the  sins  of  your  sons  and  your  daughters — 
cast  off   the  jewels  of  pride, — rend   the    fine 
raiment,  .  .  let  your  tears   be   abundant    as  the 
rain  and  dew  !     Kneel  down  and  cry  aloud  on 
the  great  and  terrible  Unknown  God — ^the  God 
ye  have  denied    and    wronged, — the    Founder     ; 
of  worlds,  who  doth  hold  in  His  Hand  the  Sun 
as  a  torch,  and  scattereth  stars  with  the  fire  of 
His  breath  !     Mourn  and  bend  ye  all  beneath     ; 
the   iron    stroke   of    Destiny!  —  for    know    ye    | 
not    how    fierce    a    thing    is    come    upon    Al-    j 
Kyris  ?  .  .  a  thing   that    lips   cannot    utter    nor 
words    define, — a    thing    more    horrible    than    : 
strange  sounds  in  thick  darkness, — more  deadly 
than     the      lightning      when     it     leaps      from    ! 
Heaven   with    intent  to   slay !    O    City  stately    ! 
beyond    all    cities  !     Thy    marble    palaces    are 
already  ringed  round    with    a    river  of  blood  !    ; 
— the  temples   of  thy  knowledge   wherein    thy    ■ 
wise  men  have  studied  to   exceed   all   wisdom, 
begin  to  totter  to  their  fall, — thou  shalt  be  swept   j 
away  even  as  a  light  heap  of  ashes,   and  what  j 
shall  all  thy  learning  avail  thee  in  that  brief  and  | 
fearful  end  !   Hear  me  O  people  of  Al- Kyris  ! — 
Hear   me    and  cease    to    strive    among    your- 
selves, .  .  .  resist  not  thus  desperately  the  King's 
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armed  minions,  for  to  them  I  also  speak  and 
say,  —  Lo !  the  time  approaches  when  a 
stronger  hand  than  that  of  the  mighty  Zephor- 
anim  shall  take  me  prisoner  and  bear  me  hence 
where  most  I  long  to  go  !  Peace,  I  command 
you  !  .  .  in  the  Name  of  that  God  whose  truth 
I   do  proclaim  .  .  .  Peace !  " 

As  he  uttered  the  last  word  an  instantaneous 
hush  fell  upon  the  crowd, — every  head  was 
turned  towards  his  grand,  gaunt,  almost  spectral 
figure  ;  and  even  the  mounted  soldiery  reined 
up  their  plunging  chafing  steeds  and  remained 
motionless  as  though  suddenly  fixed  to  the 
ground  by  some  powerful  magnetic  spell.  Theos 
and  Sah-lilma  took  immediate  advantage  of  this 
lull  in  the  conflict,  to  try  and  secure  for  them- 
selves a  better  point  of  vantage,  though  there 
was  much  difficulty  in  pressing  through  the 
closely  packed  throng,  inasmuch  as  not  a  man 
moved  to  give  them  passage-room. 

Presently  however,  Sah-luma  managed  to 
reach  the  nearest  one  of  the  two  great  fountains 
which  adorned  either  side  of  the  Obelisk,  and 
springing  as  lightly  as  a  bird  on  its  marble 
edge,  he  stood  erect  there,  his  picturesque  form 
presenting  itself  to  the  view  like  a  fine  statue 
set  against  the  background  of  sun-tinted  foam- 
ing  water   that   dashed   high    above   him    and 
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sprinkled  his  garments  with  drops  of  sparkHng 
spray.  Theos  at  once  joined  him,  and  the  two 
friends  holding  each  other  fast  by  the  arm, 
gazed  down  on  the  silent  mighty  multitude 
around  them, — a  huge  concourse  of  the  citizens 
of  Al-Kyris,  who,  strange  as  this  part  of  their 
behaviour  seemed,  still  paid  no  heed  to  the 
presence  of  their  Laureate,  but  with  pale  rapt 
faces  and  anxious  frightened  eyes,  riveted  their 
attention  entirely  on  the  sombre,  black-garmented 
Prophet,  whose  thin  ghostly  arms  outstretched 
above  them,  appeared  to  mutely  invoke  in  their 
behalf  some  special  miracle  of  mercy. 

"  See  you  not"  . .  whispered  Sah-luma  to  his 
companion, — '''how  yon  aged  fool  wears  upon  his 
breast  the  Symbol  of  his  own  Prophecy  ?  'Tis 
the  maddest  freak  to  thus  display  his  death- 
warrant  ! — Only  a  month  ago  the  King  issued  a 
decree  warning  all  those  whom  it  might  concern, 
that  any  one  of  his  born  subjects  presuming  to 
carry  the  Sign  of  Khosrul's  newly-invented 
Faith,  should  surely  die  !  And  that  the  crazed 
reprobate  carries  it  himself  makes  no  exemption 
from  the  rule  !  " 

Theos  shuddered.  His  eyes  were  misty,  but 
he  could  very  well  see  the  Emblem  to  which 
Sah-luma  alluded, — it  was  the  Cross  again  ! .  .  . 
the   same   sacred    Prefigurement    of  things   '  to 
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come'  according  to  the  perplexing  explanation 
given  by  the  Mystic  Zuriel  whom  he  had  met  in 
the  Passage  of  the  Tombs,  though  to  his  own 
mind  it  conveyed  no  such  meaning.  What  was 
it  then  ?  .  .  if  not  a  Prototype  of  the  Future,  was 
it  a  Record  of  the  Past  ?  He  dared  not  pursue 
this  question, — it  seemed  to  send  his  brain 
reeling  on  the  verge  of  madness  !  He  made  no 
answer  to  Sah-luma's  remark, — but  fixed  his 
gaze  wistfully  on  the  tall  melancholy  Shape  that 
like  a  black  shadow  darkened  the  whiteness  of 
the  Obelisk, — and  his  sense  of  hearing  became 
acute  almost  to  painfulness  when  once  more 
Khosrul's  deep  vibrating  tones  pealed  solemnly 
through  the  heavy  air. 

''  God  speaks  to  Al-Kyris !  "  and  as  the 
Prophet  enunciated  these  words  with  majestic 
emphasis  a  visible  thrill  ran  through  the  hushed 
assemblage  . .  '*  God  saith  :  Get  thee  up  O  thou 
City  of  Pleasure  from  thy  couch  of  sweet 
wantonness, — get  thee  up,  gird  thee  with  fire, 
and  flee  into  the  desert  of  forgotten  things ! 
For  thou  art  become  a  blot  on  the  fairness  of 
My  world,  and  a  shame  to  the  brightness  of  My 
Heaven  ! — thy  rulers  are  corrupt, — thy  teachers 
are  proud  of  heart  and  narrow  in  judgment, — 
thy  young  men  and  maidens  go  astray  and 
follow   each  after  their  own  vain  opinions, — in 
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thy  great  temples  and  holy  places  Falsehood 
abides,  and  Vice  holds  court  in  thy  glorious 
palaces.  Wherefore  because  thou  hast  neither 
sought  nor  served  Me,  and  because  thou  hast 
set  up  gold  as  thy  god,  and  a  multitude  of 
riches  as  thy  chief  good,  lo  !  now  mine  eyes 
have  grown  weary  of  beholding  thee,  and  I 
will  descend  upon  thee  suddenly  and  de- 
stroy thee,  even  as  a  hill  of  sand  is  destroyed 
by  the  whirlwind, — and  thou  shalt  be  known 
in  the  land  of  My  creatures  no  more  ! 
Woe  to  thee  that  thou  hast  taken  pride  in  thy 
wisdom  and  learning,  for  therein  lies  thy  much 
wickedness  !  If  thou  wert  truly  wise  thou 
wouldst  have  found  Me, — if  thou  wert  nobly 
learned  thou  wouldst  have  understood  My  laws, 
— but  thou  art  proved  altogether  gross,  foolish, 
and  incapable, — and  the  studies  whereof  thou 
hast  boasted,  the  writings  of  thy  wise  men,  the 
charts  of  sea  and  land,  the  maps  of  thy  chief 
astronomers,  the  engraved  tablets  of  learning,  in 
gold,  in  silver,  in  ivory,  in  stone,  thy  chronicles 
of  battle  and  conquest,  the  documents  of  thine 
explorers  in  far  countries,  the  engines  of  thine 
invention  whereby  thou  dost  press  the  lightning 
into  thy  service,  and  make  the  air  respond  to 
the  messages  of  thy  kings  and  councillors, — all 
these   shall  be  thrust  away  into  an  everlasting 
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silence,  and  no  man  hereafter  shall  be  able  to 
declare  that  such  things  have  ever  been  !  " 

Here  the  speaker  paused, — and  Theos  sur- 
veying the  vast  listening  crowds,  fancied  they 
looked  like  an  audience  of  moveless  ghosts 
rather  than  human  beings, — so  still,  so  pallid,  so 
grave  were  they,  one  and  all.  Khosrul  con- 
tinued in  softer,  more  melancholy  accents  that 
while  plaintive,  were  still  singularly  impressive. 

*'  O  my  ill-fated,  my  beloved  fellow-country- 
men !  "  he  exclaimed,  extending  his  arms  with  a 
vehemently  pleading  gesture  as  though  in  the 
excess  of  emotion  he  would  have  drawn  all  the 
people  to  his  heart, — "  Ye  unhappy  ones  !  .  . 
have  I  not  given  ye  warning?  Have  I  not 
bidden  ye  beware  of  this  great  evil  which 
should  come  to  pass  ? — evil  for  which  there  is 
no  remedy, — none, — neither  in  the  earth,  nor  the 
sea  nor  the  invisible  comforts  of  the  air  !  .  .  for 
God  hath  spoken  and  who  shall  contradict  the 
thunder  of  His  voice!  Behold  the  end  is  at 
hand  of  all  the  pleasant  things  of  Al-Kyris, — 
the  feasting  and  the  musical  assemblies,  the 
cymbal-symphonies  and  the  choir-dances,  the 
labours  of  students  and  the  triumphs  of  sages, 
— all  these  shall  seem  but  the  mockery  of 
madness  in  the  swift  descending  night  of 
overwhelming    destruction  !    Woe   is    me    that 
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ye  would  not  listen  when  I  called,  but  turned 
every  man  to  his  own  devices  and  the  following 
after  idols  !  Nay  now,  what  will  ye  do  In  ex- 
tremity ? — Will  ye  chant  hymns  to  the  Sun  ?  Lo, 
he  is  deaf  and  blind  for  all  his  golden  glory, 
and  is  but  a  taper  set  in  the  window  of  the 
sky,  to  be  extinguished  at  God's  good  pleasure  ! 
Will  ye  supplicate  Nagaya  ?  O  fools  and 
desperate  ! — how  shall  a  brute  beast  answer 
prayer !  Vain,  vain  is  all  beseeching, — shut 
for  ever  are  the  doors  of  escape, — therefore 
cover  yourselves  with  the  garments  of  burial, — 
prepare  each  one  his  grave  and  rich  funeral 
things, — gather  together  the  rosemary  and 
myrrh,  the  precious  ointments  and  essences, 
the  strings  of  gold  and  the  jewelled  talismans 
whereby  ye  think  to  fight  against  corruption, — 
and  fall  down,  every  man  in  his  own  wrought 
hollow  in  the  ground,  face-turned  to  earth  and 
die  ! — for  Death  hath  broken  through  the  strong 
gates  of  Al-Kyrls,  and  hath  taken  the  City 
Magnificent  captive  unknowingly  !  Alas,  alas  • 
that  ye  would  not  follow  whither  I  led, — that 
ye  would  not  hearken  to  the  Vision  of  the 
Future,  dimly  yet  gloriously  revealed !  .  .  the 
Future !  .  .  the  Future  !  "  .  .  . 

He  broke  off  suddenly,  and  raising  his  eyes 
to  the  deep  blue  sky  above  him,  seemed  for  a 
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moment  as  though  he  were  caught  up  In  the 
cloud  of  some  wondrous  dream.  Still  the 
enormous  throng  of  people  stood  hushed  and 
motionless, — not  a  word,  not  a  sound  escaped 
them, — there  was  something  positively  appal- 
ling in  such  absolute  immobility, — at  least  it 
appeared  so  to  Theos,  who  could  not  under- 
stand this  dispassionate  behaviour  on  the  part 
of  so  large  and  lately-excited  a  multitude.  All 
at  once  a  voice  marvellously  tender,  clear  and 
pathetic  trembled  on  the  silence, — was  it,  could 
it  be  the  voice  of  Khosrul  ?  Yes !  but  so 
changed,  so  solemn,  so  infinitely  sweet,  that 
it  might  have  been  some  gentle  angel 
speaking  : — 

"  Like  a  fountain  of  sweet  water  in  the 
desert,  or  the  rising  of  the  moon  in  a  gloomy 
midnight,"  he  said  slowly, — "  Even  so  is  the 
hope  and  promise  of  the  Supremely  Beloved  ! 
Through  the  veiling  darkness  of  the  coming 
ages  His  Light  already  shines  upon  my  soul  ! 
O  blessed  Advent !  .  .  O  happy  Future  !  .  . 
O  days  when  privileged  Humanity  shall  bridge 
by  Love  the  gulf  between  this  world  and 
Heaven!  What  shall  be  said  of  Him  who 
cometh  to  redeem  us,  O  my  foreseeing  spirit ! 
What  shall  be  told  concerning  His  most 
marvellous  Beauty  ?     Even  as  a  dove  that  for 
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pity  of  its  helpless  younglings  doth  battle  soft- 
breasted  with  a  storm,  even  so  shall  He  descend 
from  out  His  glory  sempiternal,  and  teach  us 
how  to  conquer  Sin  and  Death, — aye,  even  with 
the  meekness  of  a  little  child  He  shall  ap- 
proach, and  choose  His  dwelling  here  among 
us.  O  heavenly  Child  !  O  wisdom  of  God 
contained  in  innocence !  .  .  .  happy  the  learning 
that  shall  learn  from  Thee  ! — noble  the  pride 
that  shall  humble  itself  before  Thy  gentleness  !  ^ 
O  Prince  of  Manhood  and  Divinity  en- 
twined !  Thou  shalt  acquaint  Thyself  with 
human  griefs,  and  patiently  unravel  the  per- 
plexities of  human  longings  ! — to  prove  Thy 
sacred  sympathy  with  suffering,  Thou  shalt  be 
content  to  suffer, — to  explain  the  mystery  of 
Death,  Thou  shalt  even  be  content  to  die.  O 
people  of  Al-Kyris,  hear  ye  all  the  words  that 

^  The  idea  of  a  Saviour  who  should  be  born  as  Man  to 
redeem  the  world  was  prevalent  among  all  nations,  and 
dates  from  the  remotest  ages.  Coming  down  to  what  must 
be  termed  quite  a  modern  period  compared  to  that  in  which 
the  city  of  Al-Kyris  had  its  existence,  we  find  that  the 
Romans  under  Octavius  Caesar  were  wont  to  exclaim  at 
their  sacred  meetings,  "  The  times  foretold  by  the  Sybil  are 
arrived ;  may  a  new  age  soon  restore  that  Saturn  !  Soofi 
may  the  child  be  born  who  shall  banish  the  Age  of  Iron !  " 
Tacitus  and  Suetonius  both  mention  the  prophecies  "  in  the 
sacred  books  of  the  priests  "  which  declare  that  the  "  East 
shall  be  in  commotion"  and  that  *'  men  from  Jiidea''^  shall 
subject  "  everything  to  their  dominion." 
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tell  of  this  Wonderful,  Inestimable  King  of 
Peace, — mine  aged  eyes  do  see  Him  now,  far, 
far  off  in  the  rising  mist  of  unformed  future 
things  ! — the  Cross — the  Cross,  on  which  His 
Man's  pure  Life  dissolves  itself  in  glory, 
stretches  above  m.e  in  spreading  beams  of 
light !  .  .  Ah  !  'tis  a  glittering  pathway  in  the 
skies  whereon  men  and  the  angels  meet  and 
know  each  other  !  He  is  the  strong  and  perfect 
Spirit,  that  shall  break  loose  from  Death  and 
declare  the  insignificance  of  the  Grave, — He  is 
the  lingering  Star  in  the  East  that  shall  rise  and 
lighten  all  spiritual  darkness — the  unknown, 
unnamed  Redeemer  of  the  World,  .  .  .  the  Man- 
God  Saviour  that  shall  come  I'' 

"'  Shall  come  ? "  cried  Theos,  suddenly 
roused  to  the  utmost  pitch  of  frenzied  excite- 
ment and  pronouncing  each  word  with  loud 
and  involuntary  vehemence  .  .  "  Nay  !  . .  for  He 
HAS  come  !  He  died  fo7^  tcs,  and  rose  again 
from  the  dead  more  than  eighteen  hundred  years 
ago!" 

*  *  *  *  ♦ 

A  frightful  silence  followed, — a  breathless 
cessation  of  even  the  faintest  quiver  of  sound. 
The  mighty  mass  of  people,  apparently  moved 
by  one  accord,  turned  with  swift  stealthy  noise- 
lessness    towards    the    audacious    speaker,  .  .  . 
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thousands  of  glittering  eyes  were  fixed  upon 
him  in  solemnly-enquiring  wonderment,  while 
he  himself,  now  altogether  dismayed  at  the  effect 
of  his  own  rash  utterance,  thought  he  had  never 
experienced  a  more  awful  moment !  For  it 
was  as  though  all  the  skeletons  he  had  lately 
seen  in  the  Passage  of  the  Tombs,  had  suddenly 
clothed  themselves  with  spectral  flesh  and  hair 
and  the  shadowy  garments  of  men,  and  had 
advanced  into  broad  daylight  to  surround  him 
in  their  terrible  lifeless  ranks,  and  wrench  from 
him  the  secret  of  an  after-existence  concerning 
which  they  were  ignorant ! 

How  ghostly  and  drear  seemed  that  dense 
crowd  in  this  new  light  of  his  delirious  fancy ! 
A  clammy  dew  broke  out  on  his  forehead, — he 
saw  the  blue  skies,  the  huge  buildings  In  the 
Square,  the  Obelisk,  the  fountains,  the  trees,  all 
whirling  round  him  in  a  wild  dance  of  the 
dizziest  distraction,  . .  when  Sah-luma's  rich 
voice  close  to  his  ear  recalled  his  wandering 
senses. 

''  Why  man,  art  thou  drunk  or  mad  ?  "  and 
the  Laureate's  face  expressed  a  kind  of  sarcastic 
astonishment, — ''  What  a  fool  thou  hast  made 
of  thyself,  good  comrade  !  .  .  By  my  soul,  how- 
shall  thy  condition  be  explained  to  these  open- 
mouthed  starers  below  !      See  how   they  gape 
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upon  thee  !  .  .  thou  art  most  assuredly  a  notice- 
able spectacle !  .  .  and  yon  maniac  Prophet  doth 
evidently  judge  thee  as  one  of  his  craft,  a  fellow 
professional  howler  of  marvels,  else  he  would 
scarcely  deign  to  fix  his  eyes  so  obstinately 
on  thy  countenance !  Nay,  verily  thou  dost 
outrival  him  In  the  strangeness  of  thy  lan- 
guage ! .  .  What  moved  thee  to  such  frenzied 
utterance  ?  Surely  thou  hast  a  stroke  of  the 
sun  ! — thy  words  were  most  absolutely  devoid 
of  reason !  .  .  as  senseless  as  the  jabber  of  an 
Idiot  to  his  own  shadow  on  the  wall  !  " 

Theos  was  mute, — he  had  no  defence  to 
offer.  The  crowd  still  stared  upon  him, — and 
his  heart  beat  fast  with  a  mingled  sense  of  fear 
and  pride — fear  of  his  present  surroundings, — 
pride  that  he  had  spoken  out  his  conviction 
boldly,  reckless  of  all  consequences.  And  this 
pride  was  a  most  curious  thing  to  analyse, 
because  It  did  not  so  much  consist  In  the  fact 
of  his  having  openly  confessed  his  inward 
thought,  as  that  he  felt  he  had  gained  some 
special  victory  In  thus  acknowledging  his  belief 
in  the  positive  existence  of  the  "  Saviour  "  who 
formed  the  subject  of  Khosrul's  prophecy. 
Full  of  a  singular  sort  of  self-congratulation 
which  yet  had  nothing  to  do  with  selfishness, 
he  became   so  absorbed  in  his  own  reflections 
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that  he  started  Hke  a  man  brusquely  aroused 
from  sleep  when  the  Prophet's  strong  grave 
voice  apostrophised  him  personally  over  the 
heads  of  the  throng  : 

'*  Who  and  what  art  thou,  that  dost  speak  of 
the  Future  as  though  It  were  the  Past  ?  Hast 
thou  held  converse  with  the  Angels,  and  is  Past 
and  Future  one  with  thee  in  the  dream  of  the 
departing  Present  ?  Answer  me,  thou  stranger 
to  the  city  of  Al-Kyris  !  .  .  Has  God  taught  thee 
the  way  to  Everlasting  Life  ?  " 

Again  that  awful  silence  made  itself  felt  like 
a  deadly  chill  on  the  sunlit  air, — the  quiet 
patient  crowds  seemed  waiting  in  hushed  sus- 
pense for  some  reply  which  should  be  as  a 
flash  of  spiritual  enlightenment  to  leap  from 
one  to  the  other  with  kindling  heat  and 
radiance,  and  vivify  them  all  into  a  new  and 
happier  existence.  But  now,  when  Theos  most 
strongly  desired  to  speak,  he  remained  dumb 
as  stone  !  .  .  vainly  he  struggled  against  and 
contended  with  the  invisible,  mysterious  and 
relentless  despotism  that  smote  him  on  the 
mouth  as  it  were,  and  deprived  him  of  all  power 
of  utterance,  .  .  .  his  tongue  was  stiff  and 
frozen,  .  .  his  very  lips  were  sealed  !  Trembling 
violently,  he  gazed  beseechingly  at  Sah-luma, 
who  held  his  arm  in  a  firm  and  friendly  grasp, 
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and  who  apparently  quickly  perceiving  that  he 
was  distressed  and  embarrassed,  undertook  him- 
self to  furnish  forth  what  he  evidendy  considered 
a  fitting  response  to  Khosrul's  adjuration. 

''  Most  venerable  Seer  !  "  he  cried  mockino-lv 
his  bright  face  radiant  with  mirth  and  his  dark 
eyes  flashing  a  careless  contempt  as  he  spoke — 
"  Thou    art    as    short-sighted    as    thine    own 
auguries  if  thou  canst  not  at  once  comprehend 
the   drift    of   my    friend's    humour !     He   hath 
caught    the    infection    of  thy  fanatic  eloquence, 
and  like  thee,  knows  naught  of  what  he  says  : — 
moreov^er  he  hath  good  wineand  sunlightmingled 
in    his   blood,    whereby  he  hath  been  doubtless 
moved  to  play  a  jest  upon  thee.      I  pray    thee 
heed   him  not !  .    He  is    as  free  to    declare  th)- 
Prophecy  is  of  the   Pas^,  as    thou  art  to  insist 
on  its  being  of  the  FiUitre, — in  both  ways  'tis 
a  most  foolish  fallacy !     Nevertheless,  continue 
thy  entertaining  discourse,  Sir  greybeard  ! .  and 
if  thou  must  needs  address  thyself  to  any  one 
soul   in   particular,   why    let  it    be    to    me, — for 
though,    thanks    to    mine    own    excellent    good 
sense,  I    have  no  faith  in    angels,   nor    crosses, 
nor    everlasting    life,    nor    any   of  the    strange 
riddles    wherewith    thou    seekest     to    perplex 
and  bewilder    the    brains  of  the  ignorant,  still 
am  I   Laureate  of  the  realm,  and  ready  to  hold 
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argument  with  thee, — yea  ! — until  such  time  as 
these  dumbfoundered  soldiers  and  citizens  of  Al" 
Kyris  shall  remember  their  duty  sufficiently  to 
seize,  and  take  thee  captive  in  the  King's  great 
name  !  " 

As  he  ceased,  a  deep  sigh  ran,  like  the  first 
sound  of  a  rising  wind  among  trees,  through 
the  heretofore  motionless  multitude, — a  faint, 
dawning,  yet  doubtful  smile  reflected  itself  on 
their  faces, — and  the  old  familiar  shout  broke 
feebly  from  their  lips  : — 

''  Hail,  Sah-luma  !  Let  us  hear  Sah-luma  !  " 
Sah-luma  looked  down  upon  them  all  in  airy 
derision. 

"O  fickle,  terror-stricken  fools!"  he  ex- 
claimed— "  O  thankless  and  disloyal  people  ! 
What ! — ye  wzl/  see  me  now  ?  .  .  ye  zcn//  hear 
me  ?  .  .  Aye  !  but  who  shall  answer  for  your 
obedience  to  my  words  !  Nay,  is  it  possible 
that  I,  your  country's  chosen  Chief  Minstrel, 
should  have  stood  so  long  among  ye,  dis- 
regarded !  How  comes  it  your  dull  eyes  and 
ears  were  fixed  so  fast  upon  yon  dotard  mis- 
creant whose  days  are  numbered  ?  Methought 
'twas  but  Sah-luma's  voice  that  could  persuade 
ye  to  assemble  thus  in  such  locust-like  swarms  .  . 
since  when  have  the  Poet  and  the  People  of 
Al-Kyris  ceased  to  be  as  one  ?  " 
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A  vague  muttering  sound  answered  him, 
whether  of  shame  or  dissatisfaction  it  was 
difficult  to  tell.  Khosriil's  vibrating^  accents 
struck  sharply  across  that  muffled  murmur. 

''  The  Poet  and  the  People  of  Al-Kyris  are 
further  asunder  than  light  and  darkness  !  "  he 
cried  vehemently — "  For  the  Poet  has  been 
false  to  his  high  vocation,  and  the  People  trust 
in  him  no  more  ! " 

There  was  an  instant's  hush, ....  a  hush  as  it 
seemed  of  grieved  acquiescence  on  the  part  of 
the  populace, — and  during  that  brief  pause 
Theos's  heart  gave  a  fierce  bound  against  his 
ribs,  as  though  some  one  had  suddenly  shot  at 
him  with  a  poisoned  arrow.  He  glanced 
quickly  at  Sah-luma,  —  but  Sah-luma  stood 
calmly  unmoved,  his  handsome  head  thrown 
back,  a  cynical  smile  on  his  lips,  and  his  eyes 
darker  than  ever  with  an  intensity  of  unutter- 
able scorn. 

"  Sah-luma  ! .  .  Sah-luma  !  "  and  the  piercing 
reproachful  voice  of  the  Prophet  penetrated 
every  part  of  the  spacious  square  like  a  sono- 
rous bell  ringing  over  a  still  landscape  : — '*  O 
divine  Spirit  of  Song  pent  up  in  gross  clay, 
was  ever  mortal  more  gifted  than  thou  !  In 
thee  was  kindled  the  white  fire  of  Heaven, — 
to  thee  were  confided  the  memories  of  vanished 
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worlds,  .  .  for  thee  God  bade  His  Nature  wear 
a  thousand  shapes  of  varied  meaning, — the  sun, 
the  moon,  the  stars  were  appointed  as  thy  ser- 
vants,— for  thou  wert  born  Poet,  the  mystically- 
chosen    Teacher    and   Consoler    of    Mankind  ! 
What  hast    thou  done,    Sah-luma,  .  .  what  hast 
thou   done    with   the   treasures   bestowed  upon 
thee  by  the  all-endowing  Angels  ? .  .  How  hast 
thou    used    the   talisman    of  thy   genius  ?     To 
comfort  the  afflicted  ?  .  .  to  dethrone  and  destroy 
the  oppressor  ?  .  to  uphold  the  cause  of  Justice  ? 
. .  to  rouse  the  noblest  Instincts  of  thy  race  ?  . . 
to  elevate  and  purify  the  world  ?  .  .  Alas,  alas  ! — 
thou  hast  made  Thyself  the  Idol  of  thy  muse,  and 
thou  being  but  perishable,  thy  fame  shall  perish 
with  thee  !      Thou  hast  drowsed  away  thy  man- 
hood In  the  lap  of  vice,  .  .  thou  hast  slept  and 
dreamed  when  thou  shouldst  have  been  awake 
and  vigilant!       Not   I,  but  thou  shouldst   have 
warned  this  people  of  their  coming  doom ! . . . ,  not 
I,  but  tho2t  shouldst  have  marked  the  threaten- 
ing signs  of  the  pregnant  hour, — not  I,  but  thou 
shouldst  have  perceived  the  first  faint  glimmer 
of  God's   future    scheme    of   glad    salvation, — 
not    I,     but    thou    shouldst   have    taught    and 
pleaded,  and  swayed  by  thy  matchless  sceptre 
of  sweet  song,  the  passions  of  thy  countrymen  ! 
Hadst    thou    been   true  to   that    first   flame    of 
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Thought    within    thee   O   Sah-luma,    how    thy 
glory  would  have  dwarfed  the  power  of  kings  ! 
Empires  might  have  fallen,  cities  decayed,  and 
nations  been  absorbed  in  ruin, — and  yet  thy  clear- 
convincing   voice  rendered  imperishable  by  its 
faithfulness  should    have  sounded    forth  in  tri- 
umph above  the   foundering  wrecks  of  Time  ! 
O   Poet,  unworthy  of  thy  calling  !  .  .  How  thou 
hast    wantoned   with   the   sacred    Muse!.,  how 
thou  hast  led  her  stainless  feet  into  the  mire  of 
sensual    hypocrisies,  and  decked  her  with    the 
trumpery  gew-gaws  of  a  meaningless  fair  speech  ! 
— How    thou    hast  caught  her  by  the  virginal 
hair  and  made  her  chastity  the  screen  for  all 
thine    own     licentiousness  ! . .  .  Thou     shouldst 
have    humbly    sought    her    benediction, — thou 
shouldst  have  handled    her  with  gentle  rever- 
ence and  patient  ardour, — ^from   her  wise  lips 
thou  shouldst  have  learned  how  best  X.o  practise 
those  virtues  whose  praise  thou  didst  evasively 
proclaim,  .  .  .  thou    shouldst     have  shrined  her, 
throned  her,  worshipped  her  and  served  her,  . . 
yea  ! .  even  as  a  sinful  man  may  serve  an  Angel 
who  loves  him  !  " 

Ah,  what  a  strange  cold  thrill  ran  through 
Theos  as  he  heard  these  last  words!  ''As  a 
sinful  man  may  serve  an  Angel  wJio  loves  him  !  " 
How     happy    the    man    thus    loved  !  .  .  .  how 
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fortunate  the  sinner  thus  permitted  to  serve !  .  . 
Wko  was  he  ?  .  .  Could  there  be  any  one  so 
marvellously  privileged  ?  He  wondered  dimly, 
— and  a  dull  aching  pain  throbbed  heavily  in 
his  brows.  It  was  a  very  singular  thing  too, 
that  he  should  find  himself  strongly  and  person- 
ally affected  by  Khosrul's  address  to  Sah-luma, 
yet  such  was  the  case,  .  .  so  much  so  indeed, 
that  he  accepted  all  the  Prophet's  reproaches  as 
though  they  applied  solely  to  his  ozv7i  past  life  ! 
He  could  not  understand  his  emotion,  .  .  .  never- 
theless he  kept  on  dreamily  regretting  that  things 
were  as  Khosrul  had  said,  .  .  that  he  had  not 
fulfilled  his  vocation, — and  that  he  had  neither 
been  humble  enough  nor  devout  enough,  nor 
unselfish  enough  to  deserve  the  high  and  imperial 
name  of  Poet. 

Round  and  round  like  a  flying  mote  this 
troublesome  idea  circled  in  his  brain,  ...  he 
must  do  better  in  future,  he  resolved,  supposing 
that  any  future  remained  to  him  in  which  to 
work,  .  .  He  must  redee77i  the  past  /  .  .  .  .  Here 
he  roused  his  mental  faculties  with  a  start  and 
forced  himself  to  realize  that  it  was  Sah-Mina 
to  whom  the  Prophet  spoke,  .  .  Sah-luma,  only 
Sah-luma, — 7tot  himself ! 

Then  straightway  he  became  indignant  on 
his   friend's   behalf, — why   should   Sah-luma  be 

262 


THE  FALL  OF  THE  OBELISK. 

blamed  ?  .  .  Sah-luma  was  a  glorious  poet ! — a 
master-singer  of  singers!  .  .  his  fame  must  and 
should  endure  for  ever !  .  .  .  .  Thus  thinking,  he 
regained  his  composure  by  degrees,  and  strove 
to  assume  the  same  air  of  easy  Indifference  as 
that  exhibited  by  his  companion,  when  again 
Khosrul's  declamatory  tones  thundered  forth 
with  an  absoluteness  of  emphasis  that  was  both 
startling  and  convincing  : 

''  Hear  me,  Sah-luma,  Chief  Minstrel  of  Al- 
Kyrls  ! — hear  me,  thou  who  hast  wilfully  wasted 
the  golden  moments  of  never-returning  time  • 
T/ioit-  art  marked  oitt  for  Death  ! — death  sudden 
and  fierce  as  the  leap  of  the  desert  panther  on 
its  prey  !  .  death  that  shall  come  to  thee  through 
the  traitorous  speech  of  the  evil  woman  whose 
beauty  has  sapped  thy  strength  and  rendered 
thy  glory  Inglorious !  .  death  that  for  thee  alas  ! 
shall  be  mournful  and  utter  oblivion  !  Naught 
shall  it  avail  to  thee  that  thy  musical  weaving  of 
words  hath  been  graven  seven  times  over,  on 
tablets  of  stone  and  agate  and  Ivory,  of  gold 
and  white  silex  and  porphyry,  and  the  unbreak- 
able rose-adamant, — none  of  these  shall  sufifice 
to  keep  thy  name  in  remembrance, — for  what 
cannot  be  broken  shall  be  melted  with  flame' 
and  what  cannot  be  erased  shall  be  burled  miles 
deep   in   the   bosom   of  earth,  whence   it   never 
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again  shall  be  lifted  into  the  light  of  day  !  Aye  ! 
thou  shalt  be  forgotten  ! — forgotten  as  though 
thou  hadst  never  sung, — other  poets  shall  chant 
in  the  world,  yet  maybe  none  so  well  as  thou  ! — 
other  laurel  and  myrtle  wreaths  shall  be  given 
by  countries  and  kings  to  bards  unworthy,  of 
whom  none  perchance  shall  have  thy  sweet- 
ness !  .  .  .  but  thou, — thou  the  most  grandly- 
gifted,  gift-squandering  Poet  the  world  has  ever 
known,  shalt  be  cast  among  the  dust  of  un- 
remembered  nothings,  and  the  name  of  Sah-luma 
shall  carry  no  meaning  to  any  man  born  in  the 
coming  hereafter !  For  thou  hast  cherished 
within  Thyself,  the  poison  that  withers  thee,  .  .  . 
the  deadly  poison  of  Doubt,  the  Denial  of  God's 
existence,  .  .  the  accursed  blankness  of  Disbelief 
in  the  things  of  the  Life  Eternal  !  .  .  wherefore, 
thy  spirit  is  that  of  one  lost  and  rebellious, — 
whose  best  works  are  futile, — whose  days  are 
void  of  example, — and  whose  carelessly-grasped 
torch  of  song  shall  be  suddenly  snatched  from 
thy  hand  and  extinguished  in  darkness ! 
God  pardon  thee,  dying  Poet  !  .  .  God  give 
thy  parting  soul  a  chance  of  penance  and  of 
sweet  redemption  !  .  .  God  comfort  thee  in 
that  drear  Land  of  Shadow  whither  thou  art 
bound !  .  .  God  bring  thee  forth  again  from 
Chaos  to  a  nobler  Future  !  .  •.  Sin-burdened  as 
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thou  art,  my  blessing  follows  thee  in  thy  last 
agony  !  Sah-luma  !  .  .  fallen  Angel,  self -exiled 
from  thy  peers  I  .  .  farewell !  " 

The  effect  of  these  strange  words  was  so 
extraordinarily  Impressive,  that  for  one  Instant 
the  astonished  and  evidently  affrighted  crowds 
pressed  round  Sah-luma  eagerly,  staring  at  him 
In  morbid  fear  and  wonder,  as  though  they  ex- 
pected him  to  drop  dead  before  them  in  im- 
mediate fulfilment  of  the  Prophet's  solemn 
valediction.  Theos,  oppressed  by  an  Inward 
sickening  sense  of  terror,  also  regarded  him 
with  close  and  anxious  solicitude,  but  was  almost 
reassured  at  the  first  glance. 

Never  was  a  greater  opposition  offered  to 
Khosrul's  gloomy  prognostications,  than  that 
contained  In  the  handsome  Laureate's  aspect 
at  that  moment, — his  supple  graceful  figure 
alert  with  life,  .  .  his  glowing  face  flushed  by 
the  sun,  and  touched  with  that  faintly  amused 
look  of  serene  scorn,  .  .  his  glorious  eyes, 
brilliant  as  jewels  under  their  drooping  amorous 
lids,  and  the  regal  poise  of  his  splendid 
shoulders  and  throat,  as  he  lifted  his  head  a 
little  more  haughtily  than  usual,  and  glanced 
indifferently  down  from  his  foothold  on  the 
edge  of  the  fountain  at  the  upturned,  question- 
ing faces  of   the    throng,  .    .   all,   even    to   the 
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careless  balance  and  ease  of  his  attitude, 
betokened  his  perfect  condition  of  health,  and 
the  entire  satisfaction  he  had  in  the  consciousness 
of  his  own  strength  and  beauty. 

He  seemed  about  to  speak,  and  raised  his 
hand  with  the  graceful  yet  commanding  gesture 
of  one  accustomed  to  the  art  of  elegant  rhetoric, 
.  .  .  when  suddenly  his  expression  changed,  .  . 
shrugging  his  shoulders  lightly  as  who  should 
say  .  .  *'  Here  comes  the  conclusion  of  the 
matter, — no  time  for  further  argument  " — he 
silently  pointed  across  the  Square,  while  a  smile 
dazzling  yet  cruel  played  on  his  delicately- 
parted  lips,  .  .  a  smile,  the  covert  meaning  of 
which  was  soon  explained.  For  all  at  once  a 
brazen  roar  of  trumpets  split  the  silence  into 
torn  and  discordant  echoes, — the  crowd  turned 
swiftly,  and  seeing  who  it  was  that  approached, 
rushed  hither  and  thither  in  the  wildest  con- 
fusion, making  as  though  they  would  have  fled, 
.  .  and  in  less  that  a  minute,  a  gleaming 
cohort  of  mounted  and  armed  spearmen 
galloped  furiously  into  the  thick  of  the 
7nelie. 

Following  these  came  a  superb  car  drawn 
by  six  jet-black  horses  that  plunged  and 
pranced  through  the  multitude  with  no  more 
heed  than  if  these  groups  of  living  beings  had 
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been  mere  sheafs  of  corn,  .  .  a  car  flashing  from 
end  to  end  with  gold  and  precious  stones, 
in  which  towered  the  erect  massive  form  of 
Zephoranim,  the  King.  His  dark  face  was 
ablaze  with  wrath,  .  .  .  tightly  grasping  the 
reins  of  his  reckless  steeds,  he  drew  himself 
haughtily  upright  and  turned  his  rolling,  fierce 
black  eyes  indignantly  from  side  to  side  on 
the  scared  people,  as  he  drove  through  their 
retreating  ranks,  smiting  down  and  mangling 
with  the  sharp  spikes  of  his  tall  chariot-wheels, 
men,  women  and  children  without  care  or  re- 
morse, till  he  forced  his  terrible  passage  straight 
to  the  foot  of  the  Obelisk.  There  he  came 
to  an  abrupt  standstill,  and  lifting  high  his 
strong  hand  and  brawny  arm  glittering  with 
jewels  he  cried  : 

"  Soldiers  !  Seize  yon  traitorous  rebel  !  Ten 
thousand  pieces  of  gold  for  the  capture  of 
Khosrul ! " 

There  was  an  instant  of  hesitation,  .  .  .  not 
one  of  the  populace  stirred  to  obey  the  order. 
Then  suddenly,  as  though  released  by  their 
monarch's  command  from  some  mesmeric  spell, 
the  before  inactive  mounted  guards  started  into 
action,  cantered  sharply  forward  and  surrounded 
the  Obelisk,  while  the  armed  spearmen  closed 
together   and    made  a  swift   advance  upon    the 
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venerable  figure  that  stood  alone  and  defence- 
less, tranquilly  awaiting  their  approach.  But 
there  was  evidently  some  unknown  and  mys- 
terious force  pent  up  within  the  Prophet's  feeble 
frame,  for  when  the  soldiers  were  just  about  an 
arm's  length  from  him,  they  seemed  all  at  once 
troubled  and  irresolute,  and  turned  their  looks 
away,  as  though  fearing  to  gaze  too  steadfastly 
upon  that  grand,thought-furrowed  countenance  in 
which  the  eyes,  made  young  by  inward  fervour, 
blazed  forth  with  unearthly  lustre  beneath  a 
silvery  halo  of  tossed  white  hair.  Zephoranim 
perceived  this  touch  of  indecision  on  the  part  of 
his  men,  and  his  black  brows  contracted  in  an 
ominous  frown. 

*'Halt!"  he  shouted  fiercely,  apparently  to 
make  it  seem  to  the  mob  that  the  pause  in  the. 
action  of  the  soldiery  was  in  compliance  with 
his  own  behest,  .  .  "  Halt  !  .  .  Bind  him,  and 
bring  him  hither,  .  .  I  myself  will  slay 
him  !" 

"  Halt !"  echoed  a  voice,  discordantly  sharp 
and  wild  .  .  "  Halt  thou  also,  great  Zephoranim  ! 
for  Death  bars  thy  further  progress  !"  . 

And  Khosrul,  manifestly  possessed  by  some 
superhuman  access  of  frenzy,  leaped  from  his 
position  on  the  back  of  the  stone  Lion,  and 
slipping  agilely  through  the  ranks  of  the  startled 
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spearmen  and  guards  who  were  all  unprepared 
for  the  suddenness  and  rapidity  of  his  move- 
ments, he  sprang  boldly  on  the  edge  of  the 
Royal  chariot,  and  there  clung  to  the  jewelled 
wheel,  looking  like  a  gaunt  aerial  spectre,  an 
ambassador  of  coming  ruin.  The  King,  speech- 
less with  amazement  and  fury,  dragged  at  his 
huge  sword  till  he  wrenched  it  out  of  its  sheath,  .  . 
raising  it,  he  whirled  it  round  his  head  so  that 
it  gave  a  murderous  hiss  in  the  air,  .  .  .  and  yet .  . 
was  his  strong  arm  paralysed  that  he  forbore  to 
strike  ? 

'*  Zephoranim  !"  cried  Khosrul  in  terms  that 
were  piercing  and  dolorous  as  the  whistling  of 
the  wind  among  hollow  reeds, — "  Zephoranim, 
tliozt  ska  It  die  to-night  !  art  thott  ready  ?  Art 
thou  ready,  proud  King  .^ .  ready  to  be  made 
less  than  the  lowest  of  the  low  ?  Hush  ! .  . 
Hush!"  and  his  aged  face  took  upon  itself  a 
ghastly  greenish  pallor — ''  Hear  you  not  the 
muttering  of  the  thunder  underground  ^  There 
are  strange  powers  at  work  ! .  .  .  .  powers  of  the 
undug  earth  and  unfathomed  sea ! .  .  .  .  hark  how 
they  tear  at  the  stately  foundations  of  Al-Kyris! .  . 
Flame  !  .  .  flame  !  it  is  already  kindled  ! — it  shall 
enwrap  thee  with  more  closeness  than  thy  coro- 
nation-robe, O  mighty  Sovereign  ! .  .  with  more 
gloating     fondness     than    the     serpent-twining 
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arms  of  thy  beloved  !  Listen,  Zephoranim, 
listen  ! " 

Here  he  stretched  out  his  skinny  hand  and 
pointed  upwards, — his  eyes  grew  fixed  and 
glassy, — his  throat  rattled  convulsively.  At 
that  moment  the  monarch  recovering  his  self- 
possession,  once  more  lifted  his  sword  with 
direct  and  deadly  aim,  but  the  Prophet  uttering 
a  wild  shriek,  caught  at  his  descending  wrist  and 
gripped  it  fast. 

"  See .  .  See  !  "  he  exclaimed  .  .  "  Put  up  thy 

weapon ! Thou  shalt  never  need  it  where  thou 

art  summoned  ! .  .  Lo  !  how  yon  blood-red  letters 
blaze  against  the  blue  of  heaven  ! .  .  There ! .  . 
there  it  comes! — Read. .  read  !  'tis  written  plain  .  . 

*Al-KyRIS  shall  fall  '  AND  THE  KlNG  SHALL 

DIE  ! '  .  .  Hist  .  .  .  hist ! .  .  .  Dumb  oracles  speak 
and  dead  voices  find  tongue !  .  .  hark  how  they 
chant  together  the  old  forgotten  warning — 

"  '  IV/ien  the  High  Priestess 
Is  the  King's  mistress 
The7i  fall  Al-Kyris  I ' 

Fall  Al-Kyris  ! .  .  Aye  ! .  .  the  City  of  a  thousand 
palaces  shall  fall  to-night !  .  .  To-night  /  .  .  .  O 
night  of  desperate  horror ! .  .  and  thou,  O  King, 
shalt  die  !  " 

And  as  he  shrilled  the  last  word  on  the  air 
with   terrific  emphasis,   he   threw  up   his   arms 
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like  a  man  suddenly    shot,   and    reeling  back- 
wards fell  heavily  on  the  ground, — a  corpse. 

A  great  cry  went  up  from  the  crowd,  .  .  the 
King  leaned  eagerly  out  of  his  car. 

''  Is  the  fool  dead,  or  feigning  death  ?  "  he 
demanded,  addressing  one  of  a  group  of  soldiers 
standing  near. 

The  officer  stooped  and  felt  the  motionless 
body. 

''  O  great  King,  live  for  ever  !     He  is  dead  !  " 

Zephoranim  hesitated.  Cruelty  and  clemency 
struggled  for  the  mastery  In  the  varying  expres- 
sion of  his  frowning  face,  but  cruelty  conquered. 
Grasping  his  sword  firmly,  he  bent  still  further 
forward  out  of  his  chariot,  and  with  one  swift 
keen  stroke,  severed  the  lifeless  Prophet's  head 
from  its  trunk,  and  taking  it  up  on  the  point  of 
his  weapon,  showed  It  to  the  multitude.  A 
smothered  shuddering  sigh  that  was  half  a 
groan  rippled  through  the  dense  throng — a 
sound  that  evidently  added  fresh  irritation  to 
the  already  heated  temper  of  the  haughty 
sovereign.  With  a  savage  laugh,  he  tossed  his 
piteous  trophy  on  the  pavement,  where  It  lay  In 
a  pool  of  Its  own  blood,  the  white  hair  about  It 
stained  ruddlly  and  the  still  open  eyes  upturned 
as  though  in  dumb  appeal  to  heaven.  Then, 
without  deigning  to   utter   another  word,  or  to 
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bestow  another  look  upon  the  surrounding 
crowd  of  his  disconcerted  subjects,  he  gathered 
up  his  coursers'  reins  and  prepared  to  depart. 

Just  then  the  sun  went  behind  a  cloud,  and 
only  a  sidebeam  of  radiance  shot  forth,  pouring 
itself  straight  down  on  the  royally-attired  figure 
of  the  monarch  and  the  headless  body  of 
Khosrul,  and  at  the  same  time  brin^inor  into 
sudden  and  prominent  relief  the  silver  Cross 
that  glittered  on  the  breast  of  the  bleeding 
corpse,  and  that  seemed  to  mysteriously  offer 
itself  as  the  Key  to  some  unsolved  Enigma. 
As  if  drawn  by  one  strangely  mutual  attraction, 
all  eyes,  even  those  of  Zephoranim  himself, 
turned  instinctively  towards  the  flashing  Emblem 
which  appeared  to  burn  like  living  fire  on  that 
perished  mass  of  stiffening  clay,  .  .  and  there 
was  a  brief  silence, — a  pause,  during  which 
Theos,  who  had  watched  everything  with 
curiously  calm  interest,  such  as  may  be  felt  by  a 
spectator  watching  the  progress  of  a  finely- 
acted  tragedy,  became  conscious  of  the  same 
singular  sensation  he  had  already  several  times 
experienced, — namely,  That  he  had  witnessed  the 
luhole  of  this  scene  before  I 

He  remembered  it  quite  well, — particularly 
that  apparently  trifling  incident  of  the  sunlight 
happening   to  shine   so  brilliantly  on  the  dead 
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man  and  his  Cross  while  the  rest  of  the  vast 
assemblage  were  in  comparative  shadow.  It 
was  very  odd  ! . .  his  memory  was  Hke  a  wonder- 
ful art-gallery  in  which  some  pictures  were 
fresh  of  tint,  while  others  were  dim  and  faded,  .  . 
but  this  special  '  tableau  '  in  the  Square  of  Al- 
Kyris  was  very  distinctly  painted  in  brilliant 
and  vivid  colours  on  the  sombre  background  of 
his  past  recollections,  and  he  found  the  circum- 
stance so  remarkable  that  he  was  on  the  point 
of  saying  something  to  Sah-luma  about  it, — 
when  the  sun  came  out  again  in  full  splendour, 
and  Zephoranim's  spirited  steeds  started  forward 
at  a  canter. 

The  King,  controlling  them  easily  with  one 
hand,  extended  the  other  majestically  by  way  of 
formal  salutation  to  his  people, . .  his  tall  muscular 
form  was  displayed  to  the  best  advantage, — the 
narrow  jewelled  fillet  that  bound  his  rough  dark 
locks,  emitted  a  myriad  scintillations  of  light,  . . 
his  close-fitting  coat-of-mail,  woven  from  thou- 
sands of  small  links  of  gold,  set  off  his  massive 
chest  and  shoulders  to  perfection, — and  as  he 
moved  along  royally  in  his  sumptuous  car,  the 
effect  of  his  striking  presence  was  such,  that  a 
complete  change  took  place  in  the  before  sullen 
humour  of  the  populace.  For  seeing  him  thus 
alive  and  well  in  direct  opposition  to  Khosrul's 
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ominous  prediction, — even  as  Sah-luma  also 
stood  unharmed  in  spite  of  his  having  been 
apostrophised  as  a  *  dying  '  Poet, — the  mob, 
always  fickle  and  always  dazzled  by  outward 
show,  suddenly  set  up  a  deafening  roar  of 
cheering.  The  pallid  hue  of  terror  vanished 
from  faces  that  had  but  lately  looked  spec- 
trally thin  with  speechless  dread,  and  crowds  of 
servile  petitioners  and  place-hunters  began 
to  press  eagerly  round  their  monarch's 
chariot,  .  .  .  when  all  at  once  a  woman  in  the 
throng  gave  a  wild  scream  and  rushed  away 
shrieking   "  The  Obelisk  !  .  .  the  Obelisk  !  " 

Every  eye  was  instantly  turned  towards  the 
stately  pillar  of  white  granite  that  sparkled  in 

the  sunlight  like  an  immense  carven  jewel, 

great  Heaven  ! .  .  It  was  tottering  to  and  fro  like 
the  unsteadied  mast  of  a  ship  at  sea  ! .  .  .  One 
look  sufficed, — and  a  frightful  panic  ensued — 
a  horrible  brutish  stampede  of  creatures  with- 
out faith  in  anything  human  or  divine  save  their 
own  wretched  personalities, — the  King,  infected 
by  the  general  scare,  urged  his  horses  into 
furious  gallop,  and  dashed  through  the  curs- 
ing, swearing,  howling  throng  like  an  embodied 
whirlwind, — and  for  a  few  seconds  nothing 
seemed  distinctly  visible  but  a  surging  mass  of 
infuriated  humanity,  fighting  with  itself  for  life. 

274 


THE  FALL  OF  THE  OBELISK. 

Theos  alone  remained  singularly  calm, — his 
sole  consideration  was  for  his  friend  Sah-luma, 
whom  he  entwined  with  one  arm  as  he  sprang 
down  from  the  position  they  had  hitherto  oc- 
cupied on  the  brink  of  the  fountain,  and  made 
straight  for  the  nearest  of  the  six  broad  avenues 
that  opened  directly  into  the  Square.  Sah-luma 
looked  pale,  but  was  apparently  unafraid, — he 
said  nothing,  and  passively  allowed  himself  to  be 
piloted  by  Theos  through  the  madly-raging  mul- 
titude, which  oddly  enough,  parted  before  them 
like  mist  before  the  wind,  so  that  in  a  magically 
short  interval  they  successfully  reached  a  place 
of  safety. 

And  they  reached  it  not  a  moment  too  soon. 
For  the  Obelisk  was  now  plainly  seen  to  be 
lurching  forward  at  an  angle  of  several  de- 
grees, .  .  strange  muffled  roaring  sounds  were 
heard  at  its  base  as  though  demons  were  digging 
up  its  foundations,  .  .  then,  seemingly  shaken  by 
underground  tremors  it  began  to  oscillate  vio- 
lently,— a  terrific  explosion  was  heard  as  of  the 
bursting  of  a  giant  bomb, — and  immediately 
afterwards  the  majestic  monolith  toppled  over 
and  fell  ! — with  the  crash  of  a  colossal  cannonade 
that  sent  its  thunderous  reverberations  through 
and  through  the  length  and  breadth  of  the  city  ! 
Hundreds  of  persons  were  killed  and  wounded, 
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— many  of  the  mounted  guards  and  spearmen 
who  were  striving  to  force  a  way  of  escape 
through  the  crowd,  were  struck  down  and 
crushed  pell-mell  with  their  horses  as  they  rode, 
— the  desperate  people  trampled  each  other  to 
death  In  their  frenzied  efforts  to  reach  the 
nearest  outlet  to  the  river-embankment,  .  .  but 
when  once  the  Obelisk  had  actually  fallen,  all 
this  turmoil  was  for  an  Instant  checked,  and  the 
gasping,  torn,  and  bleeding  survivors  of  the 
struggle  stopped,  as  It  were  to  take  breath,  and 
stared  In  blank  dismay  upon  the  strange  ruin 
before  them. 

Theos,  still  holding  Sah-luma  by  the  arm, 
with  the  protecting  fondness  of  an  elder  brother 
guarding  a  younger,  gazed  also  at  the  scene 
with  quiet,  sorrowfully-wondering  eyes.  For  It 
meant  something  to  him  he  was  sure,  because  it 
was  so  familiar, — yet  he  found  it  impossible  to 
grasp  the  comprehension  of  that  meaning !  It 
was  a  singular  spectacle  enough  ; — the  lofty  four- 
sided  white  Pillar  that  had  so  lately  been  a 
monumental  glory  of  Al-Kyrls,  had  split  itself 
with  the  violence  of  Its  fall  into  two  huge  deso- 
late-looking fragments,  which  now  lay  one  on 
each  side  of  the  Square,  as  though  flung  thither 
by  a  Titan's  hand, — the  great  Lion  had  been 
hurled  from  its  position  and  overturned  like  a  toy, 
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while  the  shield  it  had  supported  between  its 
paws  had  entirely  disappeared  in  minutely- 
scattered  atoms, . .  the  fountains  had  altogether 
ceased  playing.  Now  and  then  a  thin  vaporous 
stream  of  smoke  appeared  to  issue  between  the 
crannies  of  the  pavement, — otherwise  there  was 
no  visible  sign  of  the  mysterious  force  that  had 
wrought  so  swift  and  sudden  a  work  of  destruc- 
tion,— the  sun  shone  brilliantly,  and  over  all  the 
havoc  beamed  the  placid  brightness  of  a  cloud- 
less summer  sky ! 

The  most  prominent  object  of  all  amid  the 
general  devastation,  and  the  one  that  fascinated 
Theos  more  than  the  view  of  the  destroyed 
monolith  and  the  debased  Lion,  was  the  un- 
injured head  of  the  Prophet  Khosrul.  There 
it  lay,  exactly  between  the  sundered  halves  of 
the  Obelisk,  .  .  pale  rays  of  light  glimmered  on 
its  blood-stained  silvery  hair  and  open  glazed 
eyes, — a  solemn  smile  seemed  graven  on  its 
waxen-pallid  features.  And  at  a  little  distance 
off,  on  the  breast  of  the  black-robed  headless 
corpse  that  remained  totally  uncrushed  in  an 
open  space  by  itself,  among  the  surrounding 
heaps  of  slain  and  wounded,  glistened  the 
Cross  like  a  fiery  gem,  .  .  an  all-significant  talis- 
man that,  as  he  beheld  it,  filled  Theos's  heart 
with  a  feverish  craving, — an  inexplicable  desire 
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mingled    with    remorse    far   greater   than   any 
fear ! 

Instinctively  he  drew  Sah-luma  away  .  .  .  . 
away  !  .  .  .  still  keeping  his  wistful  gaze  fixed 
on  that  uncomprehended,  yet  soul-recognized 
Symbol,  till  gradually  the  drooping  branches 
of  trees  interrupted  and  shadowed  the  vista, 
and  as  he  moved  further  and  further  backward, 
closed  their  soft  network  of  green  foliage  like 
a  closing  curtain,  on  the  strange  but  awfully- 
remembered  scene,  shutting  it  out  from  his 
bewildered  sight  .  .  for  ever  ! 
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CHAPTER     XV. 


A    GOLDEN    TRESS. 


Once  clear  of  the  Square  the  two  friends 
apparently  became  mutually  conscious  of  the 
peril  they  had  just  escaped,  .  .  and  coming  to 
a  sudden  standstill  they  looked  at  each  other 
In  blank  stupefied  silence.  Crowds  of  people 
streamed  past  them,  wandering  hither  and 
thither  in  confused  cloudy  masses, — some  with 
groans  and  dire  lamentations  bearing  away 
their  dead  and  wounded, — others  rushing  fran- 
tically about,  beating  their  breasts,  tearing 
their  hair,  calling  on  the  gods  and  lamenting 
Khosriil,  while  not  a  few  muttered  curses  on 
the  King.  And  ever  and  anon  the  name  of 
"  Lysia,"  coupled  with  heavy  execrations,  was 
hissed  from  mouth  to  mouth,  which  Theos 
overhearing,  began  to  foresee  might  serve  as  a 
likely  cause   for  Sah-luma's  taking  offence  and 
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possibly  resenting  in  his  own  person  this  public 
disparagement  of  the  woman  he  loved, — there- 
fore without  more  ado,  he  roused  himself  from 
his  momentarily  dazed  condition,  and  urged  his 
comrade  on  at  a  quick  pace  towards  the  safe 
shelter  of  his  own  palace,  where  at  any  rate  he 
could  be  kept  out  of  the  reach  of  immediate 
harm. 

The  twain  walked  side  by  side  exchanging 
scarcely  a  word, — Sah-luma  seemed  in  a  manner 
stunned  by  the  violence  of  the  late  catastrophe, 
and  Theos  was  too  busy  with  his  own  thoughts 
to  speak.  On  their  way  they  were  overtaken  by 
the  King's  chariot, — it  flew  by  with  a  glittering 
whirl  and  clatter,  amid  sweeping  clouds  of  dust, 
through  which  the  dark  face  of  Zephoranim 
loomed  out  upon  them  like  an  almost  palpable 
shadow.  As  it  vanished  Sah-luma  stopped 
short,  and  stared  at  his  companion  in  utter 
amazement. 

"  By  my  soul  ! "  he  exclaimed  indignantly  .  . 
"  The  w^hole  world  must  be  going  mad  !  'Tis 
the  first  time  in  all  my  days  of  Laureateship 
that  Zephoranim  hath  failed  to  reverentl-y  salute 
me  as  he  passed  !  " 

And  he  looked  far  more  perturbed  than  when 
the  falling  Obelisk  had  threatened  him  with 
imminent  destruction. 
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Theos  caught  his  arm  with  a  quick  movement 
of  vexed  impatience. 

''Tush  man,  no  matter  !"  he  said  hastily  — 
"  What  are  Kings  to  thee  ?  .  .  thou  who  art  an 
Emperor  of  Song  ?  These  little  potentates 
that  wield  earth's  sceptres  are  as  fickle  in  their 
moods  as  the  very  mob  they  are  supposed  to 
govern,  .  .  moreover  thou  knowest  Zephoranim 
hath  had  enough  to-day  to  startle  him  out  of  all 
accustomed  rules  of  courtesy.  Be  assured  of  it, 
his  mind  is  like  a  ship  at  sea,  storm-tossed  and 
at  the  mercy  of  the  winds, — thou  canst  not 
surely  blame  him,  that  for  once  after  so  strange 
a  turbulence,  and  unwonted  a  disaster,  he  hath 
no  eyes  for  thee  whose  sole  sweet  mission  is  to 
minister  to  pleasure." 

"  To  minister  to  pleasure  !  "  . .  echoed  Sah- 
luma  petulantly  .  .  "  Nay,  have  I  done  nothing 
more  than  this  ?  Art  thou  already  grown  so 
disloyal  a  friend  that  thou  wilt  half  repeat  the 
jargon  of  yon  dead  fanatic  Khosrul  who  dared 
to  tell  me  I  had  served  my  Art  unfittingly  ? 
Have  I  not  ministered  to  grief  as  well  as  joy  ? 
To  hours  of  pain  and  bitterness,  as  well  as  to 
long  days  of  ease  and  amorous  dreaming  ? .  . 
Have  I  not . .  "  here  he  paused  and  a  warm  flush 
crept  through  the  olive  pallor  of  his  skin, — his 
eyes   grew   plaintive  and  wistful  and  he  threw 
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one  arm  round  Theos's  neck  as  he  continued  : 
"  No  ! .  .  after  all  'tis  vain  to  deny  it ...  I  have 
hated  grief, — I  have  loathed  the  very  sug- 
gestion of  care, — I  have  thrust  sorrow  out  of 
my  sight  as  a  thing  vile  and  unwelcome, — and 
I  have  chosen  to  sing  to  the  world  of  rap- 
ture more  than  pain, — Inasmuch  as  methinks 
Humanity  suffers  enough,  without  having  its 
cureless  anguish  bet  to  the  music  of  a  poet's 
rhythm  to  incessantly  haunt  and  torture  Its 
already  breaking  heart." 

''Say  rather  to  soothe  and  tranquillize" — 
murmured  Theos,  more  to  himself  than  to  his 
friend — "  For  suppressed  sorrow  Is  hardest  to 
endure,  and  when  grief  once  finds  apt  utterance 
'tis  already  half  consoled  !  So  should  the  world's 
great  singers  tenderly  proclaim  the  world's 
most  speechless  miseries,  and  who  knows  but 
vexed  Creation  being  thus  relieved  of  pent-up 
woe  may  not  take  new  heart  of  grace  and 
comfort  ?  " 

The  words  were  spoken  in  a  soft  sotto-voce, 
and  Sah-luma  seemed  not  to  hear.  He  leaned 
however  very  confidingly  and  affectionately 
against  Theos's  shoulder  as  he  walked  along, 
and  appeared  to  have  speedily  forgotten  his 
annoyance  at  the  recent  slighting  conduct  of 
the  King. 
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''  I  marvel  at  the  downfall  of  the  Obelisk  !  " 
he  said  presently,  .  .  "  'Twas  rooted  full  ten 
feet  deep  in  solid  earth,  .  .  maybe  the  founda- 
tions were  ill-fitted, — nevertheless  if  history 
speaks  truly,  it  hath  stood  unshaken  for  two 
thousand  years  !  Strange  that  it  should  be  now 
hurled  forth  thus  desperately !  .  .  I  would  I 
knew  the  hidden  cause !  Many,  alas  !  have 
met  their  death  to-day,  .  .  pushed  out  of  life  in 
haste,  .  .  all  unprepared  .  .  One  wonders  where 
such  souls  have  fled  !  Something  there  is  that 
troubles  me,  .  .  methlnks  I  am  more  than  half 
disposed  to  leave  Al-Kyris  for  a  time,  and 
wander  forth  into  a  world  of  unknown 
things, — " 

"  With  me  !  "  cried  Theos  impetuously — 
"  Come  with  me  Sah-luma  ! .  .  Come  now,  this 
very  day  !  I  too  have  been  warned  of  evil  .  . 
evil  undeclared,  yet  close  at  hand,  .  .  let  us 
escape  from  danger  while  time  remains  !  .  .  . 
Let  us  depart !  " 

''  Whither  should  we  go  ?  "  .  .  .  and  Sah-luma 
pausing  in  his  walk,  fixed  his  large  soft  eyes  full 
on  his  companion  as  he  put  the  question. 

Theos  was  mute.  Covered  with  confusion, 
he  asked  himself  the  same  thing.  **  Whither 
should  we  go  ? "  He  had  no  knowledge  of 
the    country    that    lay  outside    Al-Kyris,  .  .  he 
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had  no  distinct  remembrance  of  any  other  place 
than  this  in  which  he  was.  All  his  past 
existence  was  as  blotted  and  blurred  as  a 
child's  spoilt  and  discarded  copybook,  .  .  . 
true,  he  retained  two  names  in  his  thoughts, — 
namely  'Ardath  '  and  '  The  Pass  of  Dariel' 
but  he  was  hopelessly  ignorant  as  to  what  these 
meant  or  how  he  had  become  connected  with 
them  !  He  was  roused  from  his  distressful 
cogitation  by  Sah-luma's  voice  speaking  again 
half  gaily,  half  sadly. 

"  Nay,  nay,  my  friend  !  .  we  cannot  leave  the 
City,  we  two  alone  and  unguided,  for  beyond 
the  gates  is  the  desert  wide  and  bare,  with 
scarce  a  spring  of  cool  water  in  many  weary 
miles, — and  beyond  the  desert  is  a  forest, 
gloomy  and  tiger-haunted,  wherein  the  foot- 
steps of  man  have  seldom  penetrated.  To 
travel  thus  far  we  should  need  much  prepara- 
tion, .  .  many  servants,  many  beasts  of  burden, 
and  many  months'  provision  .  .  moreover  'tis  a 
foolish  fancy  crossed  my  mind  at  best, — for 
what  should  I,  the  Laureate  of  Al-Kyris,  do  in 
other  lands  ?  Besides  my  departure  would 
indeed  be  the  desolation  of  the  city, — well  may 
Al-Kyris  fall  when  Sah-luma  no  longer  abides 
within  it !  Seawards  the  way  lies  open, — 
maybe  in  days  to  come,  we  twain  may  take  ship 
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and  sail  hence  for  a  brief  sojourn  to  those 
distant  western  shores,  whence  thou,  thojgn 
thou  sayest  naught  of  them  mu.Sv."  ish'ai-edly 
have  come  ; — I  have  often  dreamed  idly  of  a 
grey  coast  washed  with  dull  rain  and  swathed 
in  sweeping  mists,  where  ever  and  anon  the  sun 
shines  through, — a  country  cheerless,  where  a 
poet's  fame  like  mine  might  ring  the  darkness 
of  the  skies  with  light,  and  stir  the  sleepy 
silence  into  song  !  " 

Still  Theos  said  nothing, — there  were  hot 
tears  in  his  throat  that  choked  his  utterance. 
He  gazed  up  at  the  glowing  sky  above  him, — 
it  was  a  burning  vault  of  cloudless  blue  in  which 
the  sun  glared  forth  witheringly  like  a  scorch- 
ing mass  of  flame,  ...  O  for  the  freshness  of 
"  a  grey  coast  washed  with  dull  rain  and 
swathed  in  sweeping  mists  "...  such  as  Sah- 
luma  spoke  of !  .  .  .  and  what  a  strange  sicken- 
ing yearning  suddenly  filled  his  soul  for  the 
unforgotten  sonorous  dash  of  the  sea!  He 
drew  a  quick  breath  and  pressed  his  friend's 
arm  with  unconscious  fervour,  .  .  .  why,  why 
could  he  not  take  this  dear  companion  away 
out  of  possible  peril  ?  .  .  .  away  to  those  far 
lands  dimly  remembered,  yet  now  so  completely 
lost  sight  of,  that  they  seemed  to  him  but  as  a 
delusive    mirage    faintly    discerned    above   the 

285 


ARDATH. 

rising  waters  of  Lethe  !  Sighing  deeply,  he 
cX)7,^rolled  his  emotion  and  forced  himself  to 
speak'  calniw  though  his  voice  trembled.   . 

'*  Not  now  tnen,  but  hereafter  thou'lt  be  my 
fellow-traveller  Sah-luma  ?  .  .  'twill  be  a  joyous 
time  when  we,  set  free  of  present  hindrance, 
may  journey  through  a  myriad  glorious  scenes 
together,  sharing  such  new  and  mutual  gladness 
that  perchance  we  scarce  shall  miss  the  splen- 
dour of  Al-Kyris  left  behind  !  Meanwhile  I 
would  that  thou  couldst  promise  me  one 
thing,"  .  .  here  he  paused,  but  seeing  Sah-luma's 
inquiring  look,  went  on  in  a  low  eager  tone  .... 
*'  Go  not  to  the  Temple  to-night ! — absent  thy- 
self from  this  Sacrifice,  which  though  it  be  the 
law  of  the  realm  is  nevertheless  mere  murderous 
barbarity, — and, — inasmuch  as  the  King  is 
wrathful, — I  pray  thee  avoid  his  presence  !" 

Sah-luma  broke  into  a  laugh  .  .  ''  Now  by  my 
faith,  good  comrade,  as  well  ask  me  for  my  head 
as  demand  such  impossibilities  !  Absent  myself 
from  the  Temple  to-night  of  all  nights  In  the 
world,  when,  owing  to  these  late  phenomenal 
occurrences  In  the  city,  every  one  who  is  of  re- 
pute and  personal  distinction  will  be  present  to 
assist  at  the  Service  and  offer  petitions  to  the 
fabulous  gods  that  haply  their  supposititious  in- 
dignation may  be  averted  ?     My  friend,  If  only 
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for  the  sake  of  custom  I  must  be  there,  .  .  more- 
over I  should  be  Hable  to  banishment  from  the 
realm  for  so  specially  marked  a  breach  of  re- 
ligious discipline !  And  as  for  the  King,  he  is 
my  puppet  ; — were  he  savage  as  a  starving  bear 
my  voice  could  tame  him, — and  concerning  his 
late  churlishness  'twas  no  doubt  mere  heat  of 
humour,  and  thou  shalt  see  him  sue  to  me  for 
pardon  as  only  monarchs  can  sue  to  the  bards 
who  keep  them  in  their  thrones  !  Knowest  thou 
not  that  were  I  to  string  three  stanzas  of  a  fiery 
republican  ditty,  and  set  it  floating  on  the  lips 
of  the  people,  that  song  would  sing  down 
Zephoranim  from  his  royal  estate  more  surely 
than  the  fury  of  an  armed  conqueror  !  Believe 
it ! — we,  the  poets,  rule  the  nations,  .  .  A  rhyme 
has  oft  had  power  to  kill  a  king !" 

Theos  smiled  at  the  proud  boast,  but  made  no 
reply,  as  by  this  time  they  had  reached  the 
Laureate's  palace,  and  were  ascending  the  steps 
that  led  into  the  entrance-hall.  A  young  page 
advanced  to  meet  them,  and  dropping  on  one 
knee  before  his  master,  held  out  a  small  scroll 
tied  across  and  across  with  what  appeared  to  be 
a  thick  strand  of  amber-coloured  floss  silk. 

*'  For  the  most  illustrious  Chief  of  Poets,  Sah- 
luma"  .  .  .  said  the  little  lad,  keeping  his  head 
bent  humbly  as  he  spoke  ...     "It  was  brought 
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lately  by  one  masked,  who  rode  in  haste  and 
fear,  and  ere  he  could  be  questioned,  swift 
departed." 

Sah-luma  took  the  missive  carelessly,  scarcely 
glancing  at  It,  and  crossed  the  hall  towards  his 
own  apartment,  Theos  following  him.  On  his 
way  however,  he  paused  and  turned  round, — 

'*  Has  NIphrata  yet  come  home  ?"  he  de- 
manded of  the  page  who  still  lingered. 

"  No,  my  lord  ! .  .  naught  hath  been  seen  or 
heard  concerning  her." 

Sah-luma  gave  a  petulant  gesture  of  annoy- 
ance and  passed  on.  Arrived  In  his  study  he 
seated  himself,  and  allowed  his  eyes  to  rest  more 
attentively  on  the  packet  just  given  him.  As 
he  looked  he  uttered  a  slight  exclamation,  .  . 
Theos  hastened  to  his  side. 

"  What  has  happened  Sah-luma  ? .  .  hast  thou 
ill  news  ?  " 

**  111  news  ? — nay  of  a  truth  I  know  not "  .  . 
and  the  Laureate  gazed  up  blankly  into  his 
friend's  face  .  .  "  But  this  "...  and  he  touched 
the  fair  silken  substance  that  tied  the  scroll  he 
held,   "  this  Is  NIphrata's  hair  !  " 

''  NIphrata's  hair  !  "  .  .  Theos  was  too  much 
surprised  to  do  more  than  repeat  the  words 
mechanically,  while  a  strange  pang  shot  through 
his  heart  as  of  inward  shame  or  sorrow. 
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''  Naught  can  deceive  me  in  the  colour  of 
that  gold  ! "  went  on  Sah-luma  dreamily,  as 
with  careful,  somewhat  tremulous  fingers,  he 
gently  loosened  the  twisted  shining  threads 
that  were  so  delicately  knotted  together,  and 
smoothing  them  out  to  their  full  length,  dis- 
played what  was  indeed  a  lovely  tress  of  hair 
bright  as  woven  sunlight  with  a  rippling  wave 
in  it  that  like  the  tendril  of  a  vine,  caught  and 
wound  about  his  hand  as  though  it  were  a  fond 
and  feeling:  thine. 

"  See  you  not,  Theos,  how  warm  and  soft  and 
shuddering  a  curl  it  is  ? .  .  It  clings  to  me  as  if 
it  knew  my  touch  ! — as  if  it  half  remembered 
how  many  and  many  a  time  it  hath  been  drawn 
with  its  companions  to  my  lips  and  kissed  full 
tenderly  ! .  .  How  sad  and  desolate  it  seems 
thus  severed  and  alone  !  " 

He  spoke  gently,  yet  not  without  a  touch  of 
passion,  and  twined  the  fair  tress  lingeringly 
round  his  fingers,  .  .  then  with  the  air  of  one 
who  is  instinctively  prepared  for  some  un- 
pleasing  tidings,  he  opened  the  scroll  and 
perused  its  contents  in  silence.  As  he  read  on, 
his  face  grew  very  grave,  and  full  of  pained  and 
wondering  regret .  .  quietly  he  passed  the 
missive  to  Theos,  who  took  it  from  his  hand 
with   a   tremor   of  something   like    fear.     The 
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delicately  traced  characters  with  which  it  was 
covered,  floated  for  a  moment  in  a  faint  blur 
before  his  eyes, — then  they  resolved  themselves 
into  legible  shape  and  meaning-,   as  follows  : — 

"  To  the  ever-zvorshipped  and  immortally  renoivned 
"  Sak-l/lvia^ 
^^Poet-Laureate  of  the  Kingdom  of  Al-Kyris. 

^^  Blame  me  not  O  my  beloved  Lord,  that 
L  have  left  thy  dearest  presence  thus  unwarnedly  for 
ever,  staying  no  time  to  zveary  tJiee  with  my  too  fond 
and  foolisJi  tears  atid  kisses  of  farewell !  I  owe  to 
thee  the  gift  of  freedom,  and  zuhile  I  thank  thee  for 
that  gift,  I  do  employ  it  now  to  serve  me  as  a  sacrifice 
to  Love, — an  immolation  of  myself  upon  the  altars  of 
my  own  desire  !  For  tJiott  knozvest  /  have  loved  tJiee, 
O  Sah-ltlma, — not  too  zvell  but  most  ttnzvisely, — for 
zvhat  am  /  tJiat  thou  shouldst  stoop  to  cover  my  un- 
zvorthiness  zvitJi  the  royal  purple  of  thy  poet-passion  ? 
. . .  what  could  L  ever  be  save  the  poor  tremblirig  slave- 
idolater,  of  whose  endearments  thou  must  needs  most 
speedily  tire  !  NevertJieless  I  cannot  still  this  hunger 
of  my  heart, — this  love  that  stings  me  more  than  it 
consoles, — and  out  of  the  very  transport  of  my  btcrning 
thoughts  I  have  learned  many  and  strange  things, — 
things  zvhereby  /,  a  zvoman  feeble  and  unlessoned,  have 
grasped  the  glimmering  foreknozvledge  of  events  to 
come, — events  wherein  I  do  perceive  for  thee,  thou 
Chiefest  among  men,  some  dark  and  threatening 
disaster.  Wherefore  I  have  prayed  unto  tJie  most  high 
gods,  that  they  zuill  deign  to  accept  me  as  thy  hostage  to 
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misfortune,  and  set  me  as  a  bar  between  thy  life  and 
dawning  peril,  so  that  /,  long  valueless,  may  serve  at 
least  azvhile  to  avert  doom  from  thee  who  art  iinparagoned 
throughout  the  world  I 

"  Thus  I  go  forth  alone  to  brave  and  pacify  the  wratJi 
of  the  Immortals, — call  me  not  back  nor  weep  for  my 
departure,  .  .  thou  wilt  not  miss  me  long  I  To  die  for 
tJiee  Sah-liuna,  is  better  than  to  live  for  thee,  .  .  for 
living  I  must  needs  be  conquered  by  my  sin  of  love  and 
lose  myself  and  thee, — but  in  the  quiet  Afterwards  of 
Death,  no  passion  shall  have  strength  to  mar  the  peaceful 
patient  waiting  of  my  sold  on  thine  I  Farewell  thou 
utmost  heart  of  my  weak  heart !  .  .  thou  o?dy  life  of 
my  frail  life  !  .  .  thiiik  of  me  sometimes  if  thou  wilt, 
but  only  as  of  a  flozuer  thott  didst  gather  once  in  some 
past  Jialf forgotten  spring-time  .  .  a  fiozver,  that  as  it 
slozvly  zviiJiered,  blessed  the  dear  hand  in  whose  zvarm 
clasp  it  died  ! 

''  NIPHRATA!' 


Tears  rose  to  Theos's  eyes  as  he  finished 
reading  these  evidently  unpremeditated  pathetic 
words  that  suggested  so  much  more  than  t^ey 
actually  declared.  He  silently  returned  the 
scroll  to  Sah-luma,  who  sat  very  still,  thought- 
fully stroking  the  long  bright  curl  that  was 
twisted  round  his  fingers  like  a  glittering  strand 
of  spun  glass, — and  he  felt  all  at  once  so  un- 
reasonably irritated  with  his  friend,  that  he  was 
even  inclined  to  find   fault  with  the  very  grace 
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and  beauty  of  his  person,  .  .  the  mere  Indolence 
of  his  attitude  was  for  the  moment,  provoking. 

''  Why  art  thou  so  unmoved  ? "  he  de- 
manded almost  sternly .  .  ''  What  hast  thou 
done  to  Niphrata,  to  thus  grieve  her  gentle 
spirit  beyond  remedy  ?  " 

Sah-luma  looked  up,  like  a  surprised  child. 

"  Done  ?  .  .  Nay,  what  should  I  do  ?  .  .  I 
have  let  her  love  me  !  " 

O  sublime  permission  ! .  .  he  had  ''  let  her 
love  "  him  !  .  .  He  had  condescendingly  allowed 
her  as  it  were,  to  waste  all  the  treasures  of  her 
soul  upon  him  !  Theos  stared  at  him  in  vague 
amazement, — while  he,  apparently  tired  of  his 
own  reflections,  continued  with  some  impatience, 

"What  more  could  she  desire  ?  .  .  I  never 
barred  her  from  my  presence,  .  .  nor  checked 
the  fervour  of  her  greetings  !  I  wore  the  flowers 
she  chose, — I  listened  to  the  songs  she  sang, 
and  when  she  looked  more  fair  than  ordinary 
I  stinted  not  the  warmth  of  my  caresses.  She 
was  too  meek  and  loving  for  my  fancy  .  .  no 
will  save  mine — no  happiness  save  in  my  com- 
pany,— no  thought  beyond  my  pleasure — one 
wearies  of  such  a  fond  excess  of  sweetness ! 
Nevertheless  her  sole  delight  was  still  to  serve 
me, — could  I  debar  her  from  that  joy  because 
I  saw    therein    some    danger  for   her    peace  ^ 
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Slave  as  she  was  I  made  her  free — and  lo  ! 
how  capriciously  she  plays  with  her  late-given 
liberty  !  'Tis  always  the  way  with  women, — 
no  man  shall  ever  learn  how  best  to  please 
them  !  She  knew  I  loved  her  not  as  lovers 
love, — she  knew  my  heart  was  elsewhere  fixed 
and  fated  .  .  and  if,  notwithstanding  this  know- 
ledge, she  still  chose  to  love  me,  then  assuredly 
her  grief  is  of  her  own  creating !  Methinks 
'tis  I  who  am  most  injured  in  this  matter !  .  .  all 
the  day  long  I  have  tormented  myself  concern- 
ing the  silly  maiden's  absence,  while  she,  seized 
by  some  crazed  idea  of  new  adventure,  has  gone 
forth  heedlessly,  scarce  knowing  whither.  Her 
letter  is  the  exalted  utterance  of  an  over- 
wrought, excited  brain, — she  has  in  all  likeli- 
hood caught  the  contagion  of  superstitious  alarm 
that  seems  just  now  to  possess  the  whole  city, 
and  she  knows  naught  of  what  she  writes  or 
what  she  means  to  do.  To  leave  me  for  ever  as 
she  says,  is  out  of  her  power, — for  I  will  demand 
her  back  at  the  hands  of  Lysia  or  the  King, — 
and  no  demand  of  mine  has  ever  been  refused. 
Moreover  with  Lysia's  aid,  her  hiding-place  is 
soon  and  easily  discovered  ! " 

"  How  ? "  asked  Theos  mechanically,  still 
surveying  the  beautiful  calm  features  of  the 
charming  egotist  whose  nature  seemed  such  a 
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curious    mixture    of   loftiness    and    littleness .  . 
"  She  may  have  left  the  city  ! " 

"  No  one  can  leave  the  city  without  express 
permission  " — rejoined  Sah-liima  tranquilly — 
"  Besides,  .  .  didst  thou  not  see  the  Black  Disc 
last  night  in  Lysia's  palace  ?  " 

Theos  nodded  assent.  He  at  once  remem- 
bered the  strange  revolving  thing  that  had 
covered  itself  with  brilliant  letters  at  the 
approach  of  the  High  Priestess,  and  he  waited 
somewhat  eagerly  to  hear  the  meaning  of  so 
singular  an  object  explained. 

"The  Priests  of  the  Temple  of  Nagaya  " — 
went  on  Sah-luma — "  are  the  greatest  scientists 
In  the  world,  with  the  exception  of  the  lately- 
formed  Circle  of  Mystics,  who  it  must  be 
confessed  exceed  them  in  certain  new  lines  of 
discovery.  But  setting  aside  the  Mystic  School 
which  it  behoves  us  not  to  speak  of,  seeing 
It  Is  condemned  by  law, — there  are  no  men 
living  more  subtly-wise  in  matters  pertaining 
to  aerial  force  and  light-phenomena,  than  the 
Servants  of  the  Secret  Doctrine  of  the  Tem- 
ple. All  seeming-marvellous  things  are  to 
them  mere  child's  play, — and  the  miracles  by 
which  they  keep  the  multitude  In  awe  are  not 
by  any  means  vulgar,  but  most  exquisitely 
scientific.      As  for  instance  at  the  great   New 
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Year  Festival,  called  by  us  *  The  Sailing- Forth 
of  the  Ship  of  the  Sun  ' — which  takes  place 
at  the  commencement  of  the  Spring  solstice, 
a  fire  is  kindled  on  the  summit  of  the  highest 
tower,  and  a  Ship  of  gold  rises  from  the 
centre  of  the  flames,  carrying  the  body  of  a 
slain  virgin  eastwards,  .  .  'tis  wondrously  per- 
formed ! .  .  and  I,  like  others,  have  gaped  upon 
the  splendour  of  the  scene  half-credulous,  and 
wholly  dazzled !  For  the  Ship  doth  rise  aloft 
with  excellent  stateliness,  ploughing  the  air 
with  as  much  celerity  as  sailing-vessels  plough 
the  seas ; — departing  straightway  from  the 
watching  eyes  of  thousands  of  spectators,  it 
plunges  deep,  or  so  it  seems,  into  the  very 
heart  of  the  rising  Sun  which  doth  apparently 
absorb  it  in  devouring  flames  of  glory,  for 
never  again  doth  it  return  to  earth, .  .  and 
none  can  solve  the  mystery  of  its  vanishing  ! 
'Tis  a  graceful  piece  of  jugglery  and  perfectly 
accomplished,  . .  while  as  for  Oracles  ^  that  com- 
mand and  repeat  their  commands  in  every 
shade  of  tone,  from  mild  to  wrathful,  there 
are  only  too  many  of  these,  .  .  moreover  the 
secret  of  their  manufacture  is  well  known  to  all 

1  The  Phonograph  was  known  and  used  for  the  utterance 
of  Oracles  by  one  Sava?i  the  Asmoiinian^  a  Priest-King  of 
ancient  Egypt. 
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Students  of  acoustic  science.  But  concerning 
the  Black  Disc  in  Lysia's  hall,  it  is  a  curiously 
elaborate  piece  of  workmanship.  It  corresponds 
with  an  electric  wheel  in  the  Interior  Chamber 
of  the  Temple,  where  all  the  priests  and  flamens 
meet  and  sum  up  the  entire  events  of  the  day 
both  public  and  private,  condensing  the  same 
into  brief  hieroglyphs.  Setting  their  wheel  in 
motion,  they  start  a  similar  motion  in  the  Disc, 
and  the  bright  characters  that  flash  upon  it 
and  disappear  like  quicksilver,  are  the  reflec- 
tions of  the  working  electric  wires  which 
write  what  only  Lysia  is  skilled  to  read. 
From    sunset     to     midnight     these     messages 

o  o 

keep  coming  without  intermission, — and  all  the 
most  carefully  concealed  affairs  of  Al-Kyris 
are  discovered  by  the  Temple  Spies  and 
conveyed  to  Lysia  by  this  means.  What- 
ever the  news,  it  is  repeated  again  and  again 
on  the  Disc,  till  she,  by  rapidly  turning  it 
with  a  peculiar  movement  of  her  own,  causes 
a  small  bell  to  ring  in  the  Temple,  which 
signifies  to  her  informers  that  she  has  under- 
stood all  their  communications,  and  knows 
everything.  Her  inquisitorial  system  is 
searching  and  elaborate,  .  .  there  is  no  secret 
so  carefully  guarded  that  the  Black  Disc  will 
not  in  time  reveal  ! " 
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Theos  listened  wonderingly  and  with  a  sense 
of  repugnance  and  fear,  .  .  he  feh  as  though  the 
beautiful  Priestess,  with  her  glittering  robes 
and  the  dreadful  jewelled  Eye  upon  her  breast, 
were  just  then  entering  the  room  stealthily  and 
rustling  hither  and  thither  like  a  snake  beneath 
covering  leaves.  She  was  an  ever-present 
Temptation, — a  bewildering  snare  and  dis- 
tracting evil, — was  it  not  possible  to  shake  her 
trail  off  the  life  of  his  friend  ?^ — and  also  to 
pluck  from  out  his  own  heart  the  poison-sting 
of  her  fatal,  terrible  fascination  ?  A  red  mist 
swam  before  his  eyes — his  lips  were  dry  and 
feverish, — and  his  voice  sounded  hoarse  and 
faint  in  his  own  ears  when  he  forced  himself  to 
speak  again. 

''  So  thou  dost  think  that  wheresoever 
Niphrata  hath  strayed,  Lysia  can  find  her  ?  " 
he  said. 

"  Assuredly  !  "  returned  Sah-luma  with  easy 
complacency — "  I  would  swear  that  even  at 
this  very  moment,  Lysia  could  restore  her  to  my 
arms  in  safety." 

''  Then  why  "  .  .  suggested  Theos  anxiously — 
*'  why  not  go  forth  and  seek  her  now  ?  " 

'*  Nay,  there  is  time  !  ".  .  and  Sah-luma  half 
closed  his  languid  lids  and  stretched  himself 
lazily.     ''  I  would  not  have  the  child  imagine  I 
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vexed  myself  too  greatly  for  her  unkind  de- 
parture, .  .  she  must  have  space  wherein  to  weep 
and  repent  her  of  her  folly.  She  is  the  strangest 
maiden!".,  and  he  brushed  his  lips  lightly 
against  the  o^olden  curl  he  held, — "  She  loves 
me,  .  .  and  yet  repulses  all  attempted  passion, — 
I  remember  ".  .  here  his  face  grew  more  serious 
— *'  I  remember  one  night  in  the  beginning  of 
summer, — the  moon  was  round  and  high  in 
heaven, — we  were  alone  together  in  this 
room, — the  lamps  burned  low, — and  she  .  . 
Niphrata,  .  .  sang  to  me.  Her  voice  was 
full,  and  withal  tremulous, — her  form,  bent 
to  her  ebony  harp,  was  soft  and  yielding  as 
an  iris  stem, — her  eyes  turned  upon  mine 
seemed  wonderingly  to  question  me  as  to  the 
worth  of  love  ! .  .  or  so  I  fancied.  The  worth 
of  love  !  .  .  I  would  have  taught  It  to  her  then 
in  the  rapture  of  an  hour  ! — but  seized  with 
sudden  foolish  fear  she  fled,  leaving  me  dis- 
satisfied, indifferent  and  weary  !  No  matter  !  .  . 
when  she  returns  again  her  mood  will  alter,  .  . 
and  though  I  love  her  not  as  she  would  fain  be 
loved,  1  shall  find  means  to  make  her  happy." 

''  Nay  but  she  speaks  of  dying  ".  .  said  Theos 
quickly.  .  *'  Wilt  thou  constrain  her  back  from 
death  ?  " 

"  My  friend,  all  women  speak  of  dying  when 
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they  are  love-wearied  ".  .  replied  Sah-luma  with 
a  slight  smile.  .  ''  Niphrata  will  not  die,  .  .  she 
is  too  young  and  fond  of  life,  .  .  the  world  is  as 
a  garden  wherein  she  has  but  lately  entered,  all 
ignorant  of  the  pleasures  that  await  her  there. 
'Tis  an  odd  notion  that  she  has  of  danger 
threatening  me, — thou  also,  good  Theos,  art  be- 
come full  of  omens, — and  yet .  .  there  is  naught 
of  visible  ill  to  trouble  the  fairness  of  the  day." 

He  stepped  out  as  he  spoke  on  the  terrace 
and  looked  up  at  the  intense  calm  of  the  lovely 
sky.  Theos  followed  him,  and  stood  leaning  on 
the  balustrade  among  the  clambering  vines, 
watching  him  with  earnest,  half  regretful  half 
adoring  eyes.  He,  meanwhile,  gathered  a 
scarcely-opened  white  rosebud  and  loosening 
the  tress  of  Niphrata's  hair  from  his  fingers, 
allowed  it  to  hang  to  its  full  rippling  length, — 
then  laying  the  flower  against  it,  he  appeared 
dreamily  to  admire  the  contrast  between  the 
snowy  blossom  and  shining  curl. 

"  Many  strange  men  there  are  in  the  world," 
— he  said  softly  .  .  "  lovers  and.  fools  who  set 
priceless  store  on  a  rose  and  a  lock  of  woman's 
hair !  I  have  heard  of  some  who  dying,  have 
held  such  trifles  as  chiefest  of  all  their  worldly 
goods,  and  have  implored,  that  whereas  their 
gold    and    household    stuff  can    be    bestowed 
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freely  on  him  who  first  comes  to  claim  It, 
the  faded  flower  and  senseless  tress  may 
be  laid  on  their  hearts  to  comfort  them  In  the 
cold  and  dreamless  sleep  from  which  they  shall 
not  wake  again  ! "  He  sighed  and  his  eyes 
darkened  Into  a  deep  and  musing  tenderness. 
"  Poets  there  have  been  too  and  are,  who 
would  string  many  a  canticle  on  this  soft 
severed' lock  and  gathered  blossom, — and  many 
a  quaint  conceit  could  I  myself  contrive  con- 
cerning It,  did  I  not  feel  more  prone  to  tears 
to-day  than  minstrelsy.  Canst  thou  believe  It 
Theos " — and  he  forced  a  laugh,  though  his 
lashes  were  wet .  .  ''I,  the  joyous  Sah-luma,  am 
for  once  most  truly  sad  !  .  .  this  tress  of  hair 
doth  seem  to  catch  my  spirit  In  a  chain  that 
binds  me  fast  and  draws  me  onward  .  .  onward 
.  .  to  some  mournful  end  I  may  not  dare 
to  see !  " 

And  as  he  spoke  he  mechanically  wound  the 
golden  curl  round  and  about  the  stem  of  the 
rosebud  In  the  fashion  of  a  ribbon,  and  placed 
the  two  entwined  together  In  his  breast. 
Theos  looked  at  him  wistfully,  but  was  silent, 
.  .  he  himself  was  too  full  of  dull  and  melan- 
choly misgivings  to  be  otherwise  than  sad  also. 
Instinctively  he  drew  closer  to  his  friend's 
side,  and  thus  they  remained  for  some  minutes, 
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exchanging  no  words,  and  gazlngly  dreamily 
out  on  the  luxurious  foliage  of  the  trees  and 
the  wealth  of  bright  blossom  that  adorned  the 
landscape  before  them. 

''Thou  art  confident  NIphrata  will  return  ?  " 
questioned  Theos  presently  in  a  low  tone. 

"  She  v/ill  return,"  .  .  rejoined  Sah-luma 
quietly — "  because  she  will  do  anything  for  love 
of  me." 

"  For  love's  sake  she  may  die  !  "  said  Theos. 

Sah-luma  smiled. 

''Not  so  my  friend  !  .  .  for  love's  sake  she 
will  live  ! " 
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THE    PRIEST  ZEL. 


As  he  Uttered  the  last  word  the  sound  of 
an  approaching  Hght  step  disturbed  the  silence. 
It  was  one  of  the  young  girls  of  the  household, 
.  .  a  dark  haughty-looking  beauty  whom  Theos 
remembered  to  have  seen  in  the  palace-hall 
when  he  first  arrived,  lying  Indolently  among 
cushions,  and  playing  with  a  tame  bird  which 
flew  to  and  fro  at  her  beckoning.  She  ad- 
vanced now  with  an  almost  imperial  statellness, 
— her  salute  to  Sah-luma  was  graceful,  yet 
scarcely  submissive, — while  he  turning  eagerly 
towards  her,  seemed  gladdened  and  relieved  at 
her  appearance,  his  face  assuming  a  gratified  ex- 
pression like  that  of  a  child  who  having  broken 
one  toy,  is  easily  consoled  with  another. 

''Welcome  Irenya  !  "  he  exclaimed  gaily — 
''  Thou  art   the  very   bitter-sweetness  I  desire. 
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Thy  naughty  pout  and  coldly-mutinous  eyes 
are  pleasing  contrasts  to  the  over-languid  heat 
and  brightness  of  the  day  !  What  news  hast 
thou  my  sweet  ?  .  .  Is  there  fresh  havoc  in  the 
city  ?  .  .  more  deaths  ?  .  .  more  troublous 
tidings  ?  .  .  nay,  then  hold  thy  peace,  for  thou 
art  not  a  fit  messenger  of  woe, — thou'rt  much 
too  fair  !  " 

Irenya's  red  lips  curled  disdainfully,  .  .  the 
"naughty  pout  "  was  plainly  visible. 

"  My  lord  is  pleased  to  flatter  his  slave !  " 
she  said  with  a  touch  of  scorn  in  her  musical 
accents,  .  .  ''  Certes,  of  ill  news  there  is  more 
than  enough, — and  evil  rumours  have  never 
been  lacking  these  many  months,  as  my  lord 
would  have  known,  had  he  deigned  to  listen  to 
the  common  talk  of  those  who  are  not  poets 
but  merely  sad  and  suffering  men.  Neverthe- 
less though  I  may  think,  I  speak  not  at  all 
of  matters  such  as  these, — and  for  my  present 
errand  'tis  but  to  say  that  a  Priest  of  the  Inner 
Temple  waits  without,  desirous  of  instant 
speech  with  the  most  illustrious  Sah-luma." 

"  A  Priest  of  the  Inner  Temple  !  "  echoed 
the  Laureate  wonderingly  ,  .  .'  By  my  faith,  a 
most  unwelcome  visitor  !  .  .  What  business  can 
he  have  with  me  ?  " 

"  Nay,  that  I  know  not  " — responded  Irenya 
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calmly — ''  He  hath  come  hither,  so  he  bade  me 
say,  by  command  of  The  Absolute  Authority." 
Sah-luma's  face  flushed  and  he  looked 
annoyed.  Then,  taking  Theos  by  the  arm  he 
turned  away  from  the  terrace,  and  re-entered 
his  apartment  where  he  flung  himself  full  length 
on  his  couch,  pillowing  his  handsome  head 
against  a  fold  of  glossy  leopard  skin  which 
formed  a  most  becoming  background  for  the 
soft,  dark  oval  beauty  of  his  features. 

"  Sit  thee  down  my  friend  !  "  he  said  glancing 
smilingly  at  Theos,  and  signing  to  him  to  take 
possession  of  a  luxurious  lounge-chair  near 
him  .  .  ''  If  we  must  needs  receive  this  sanc- 
tified professor  of  many  hypocrisies,  we  will  do 
it  with  suitable  indifference  and  ease.  Wilt 
thou  stay  here  with  us  Irenya  ? "  he  added, 
stretching  out  one  arm  and  catching  the 
maiden  round  the  waist  in  spite  of  her  at- 
tempted resistance  .  .  ''Or  art  thou  in  a  froward 
mood,  and  wilt  thou  go  thine  own  proud  way 
without  so  much  as  a  consoling  kiss  from 
Sah-luma  ? " 

Irenya  looked  full  at  him,  a  repressed  anger 
blazing  in  her  large  black  eyes. 

"  Let  my  lord  save  his  kisses  for  those 
who  value  them  !  "  she  said  contemptuously, 
"'Twere  pity  he  should  waste  them  upon  me,  to 
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whom  they  are  unmeaning  and  therefore  all 
unwelcome  !  " 

He  laughed  heartily,  and  Instantly  loosened 
her  from  his  embrace. 

"  Off,  off  with  thee,  sweet  virtue  !  .  .  fairest 
prude  !  "  he  cried,  still  laughing  .  .  ''  Live  out 
thy  life  an  thou  wilt,  empty  of  love  or  passion 
— count  the  years  as  they  slip  by,  leaving  thee 
each  day  less  lovefy  and  less  fit  for  pleasure,  .  . 
grow  old, — and  on  the  brink  of  death,  look 
back,  poor  child,  and  see  the  glory  thou  hast 
missed  and  left  behind  thee  !  .  .  the  light  of  love 
and  youth  that  once  departed,  can  dawn  again 
no  more  !  " 

And  lifting  himself  slightly  from  his  cushions 
he  kissed  his  hand  playfully  to  the  girl,  who  as 
though  suddenly  overcome  by  a  sort  of  vague 
regret,  still  lingered,  gazing  at  him,  while  a 
faint  colour  crept  through  her  cheeks  like  the 
deepening  hue  on  the  leaves  of  an  opening 
rose.  Sah-luma  saw  her  hesitation,  and  his 
face  grew  yet  more  radiant  with  malicious 
mirth. 

"  Hence.  .  hence,  Irenya!"  he  exclaimed — 
''  Escape  temptation  quickly  while  thou  mayest  ! 
Support  thy  virgin  pride  in  peace  !  .  .  thou 
shalt  never  say  again  Sah-luma's  kisses  are 
unwelcome  !     The     Poet's    touch    shall    never 
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wrong  or  sanctify  thy  name ! — thou  art  safe 
from  me  as  pillared  icicles  in  everlasting  snow  ! 
Dear  little  one,  be  happy  without  love  if  that 
be  possible !  .  .  .  nevertheless  take  heed  thou  do 
not  weakly  clamour  in  the  after-years  for  once- 
rejected  joy ! — Now  bid  yon  waiting  Priest 
attend  me, — tell  him  I  can  but  spare  a  few 
brief  moments'  audience." 

Irenya's  head  drooped, — Theos  saw  tears  in 
her  eyes, — but  she  managed  to  restrain  them, 
and  with  something  of  a  defiant  air  she  made 
her  formal  obeisance  and  withdrew.  She  did 
not  return  again,  but  a  page  appeared  instead, 
ushering  in  with  ceremonious  civility  a  tall 
personage,  clad  in  flowing  white  robes  and 
muffled  up  to  the  eyes  in  a  mantle  of  silver 
tissue, — a  majestic,  mysterious  solemn-looking 
individual,  who  pausing  on  the  threshold  of  the 
apartment,  described  a  circle  in  the  air  with  a 
small  staff  he  carried  and  said  in  monotonous 
accents, — 

"  By  the  going-in  and  the  passlng-out  of  the 
Sun  through  the  Gates  of  the  East  and  the 
Gates  of  the  West, — by  the  Vulture  of  Gold 
and  White  Lotus  and  the  countless  virtues 
of  Nagaya,  may  peace  dwell  in  this  house 
for  ever ! " 

"Agreed  to  with  all  my  heart ! "  responded 
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Sah-luma  carelessly  looking  up  from  his  couch 
but  making  no  attempt  to  rise,  .  .  "  Peace  is  an 
excellent  thing,  most  holy  father  !  " 

"  Excellent ! "  returned  the  Priest  slowly 
advancing  and  undoing  his  mantle  so  that  his 
face  became  fully  visible, — "  So  truly  excellent 
indeed,  that  at  times  it  is  needful  to  make  war 
in  order  to  ensure  it." 

He  sat  down  as  he  spoke,  in  a  chair  which 
was  placed  for  him  at  Sah-luma's  bidding  by 
the  page  who  had  ushered  him  in,  and  he 
maintained  a  grave  silence  till  that  youthful 
servitor  had  departed.  Theos  meanwhile  studied 
his  countenance  with  some  curiosity, — it  was 
so  strangely  impassive,  yet  at  the  same  time 
so  full  of  distinctly  marked  intellectual  power. 
The  features  were  handsome  but  also  singularly 
repulsive, — they  were  rendered  to  a  certain 
degree  dignified  by  a  full  dark  beard,  which 
however  failed  entirely  to  conceal  the  receding 
chin,  and  compressed  cruel  mouth, — the  eyes 
were  keen  and  crafty  and  very  clear, — the  fore- 
head was  high  and  intelligent,  and  deeply  fur- 
rowed with  lines  that  seemed  to  be  the  result  of 
much  pondering  over  close  and  cunning  calcula- 
tion, rather  than  the  marks  of  profound,  unselfish 
and  ennobling  thought.  The  page  having  left 
the  room,  Sah-luma  began  the  conversation  .  . 
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"  To  what  unexpected  cause,  most  righteous 
sir,  am  I  indebted  for  the  honour  of  this  present 
visit  ?  Methinks  I  recognize  the  countenance 
of  the  famous  Zel,  the  High-Priest  of  the 
Sacrificial  Altar — if  so,  'tis  marvellous  so  great 
a  man  should  venture  forth  alone  and  un- 
attended, to  the  house  of  one  who  loves  not 
priestly  company,  and  who  hath  at  best  for  all 
professors  of  religion  a  somewhat  indifferent 
welcome ! " 

The  Priest  smiled  coldly. 

"  Most  rightly  dost  thou  speak,  Sah-luma  " — 
he  answered,  his  measured  metallic  voice 
seeming  to  strike  a  wave  of  chilling  discord 
through  the  air,  "  and  most  frankly  hast  thou 
thus  declared  one  of  thy  many  deficiencies  ! 
Atheist  as  thou  art  and  to  that  manner  born, 
thou  art  in  very  deed  outside  the  pale  of  all 
religious  teaching  and  consolement,  .  .  never- 
theless there  is  much  gentle  mercy  shown  thee 
by  the  Virgin  Priestess  of  Nagaya"  .  .  here  he 
solemnly  bent  his  head  and  made  the  rapid 
sign  of  a  Circle  on  his  breast,  .  .  "  who,  knowing 
thy  great  genius,  doth  ever  strive  with  thought- 
ful zeal  to  draw  thee  closely  within  the  saving 
Silver  Veil !  Yet  it  is  possible  that  even  her 
patience  with  thy  sins  may  tire  at  last, — where- 
fore while  there  is  time,  offer  due  penance  to 
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the  offended  gods  and  humble  thy  stiff  heart 
before  the  Holy  Maid,  lest  she  expel  thee  from 
her  sight  for  ever."  He  paused,  ...  a  satirical, 
half-amused  smile  hovered  round  Sah-luma's 
delicate  mouth — his  eyes  flashed. 

"  All  this  is  the  mere  common  rhetoric  of  the 
Temple  Craft" — he  said  indolently .."  Why 
not,  good  Zel,  give  plainer  utterance  to  thine 
errand  ? — we  know  each  other's  follies  well 
enough  to  spare  formalities !  Lysia  has  sent 
thee  hither,  .  .  what  then  ? .  .  what  says  the 
beauteous  Virgin  to  her  willing  slave  ?  " 

An  undertone  of  mockery  rang  through  the 
languid  silvery  sweetness  of  his  accents,  and 
the  Priest's  dark  brows  knitted  in  an  irritated 
frown. 

'*  Thou  art  over-flippant  of  speech,  Sah- 
luma ! "  he  observed  austerely,  ''  Take  heed 
thou  be  not  snared  into  misfortune  by  the  glib- 
ness  of  thy  tongue  !  Thou  dost  speak  of  the 
chaste  Lysia  with  unseemly  lightness  ! — learn 
to  be  reverent,  and  so  shalt  thou  be  wiser  ! " 

Sah-luma  laughed  and  settled  himself  more 
easily  on  his  couch,  turning  in  such  a  manner 
as  to  look  the  stately  Zel  full  In  the  face.  They 
exchanged  one  glance,  expressive  as  it  seemed 
of  some  mutual  secret  understanding, — for  the 
Priest  coughed  as  thouQ^h  he  were  embarrassed, 
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and  stroked  his  beard  deliberately  with  one 
hand  In  an  endeavour  to  hide  the  strange  smile 
that  despite  his  efforts  to  conceal  it,  visibly 
lightened  his  cold  eyes  to  a  sudden  tigerish 
brilliancy. 

"  The  mission  with  which  I  am  charged," 
he  resumed  presently, — ''  is  to  thee,  Chief 
Laureate  of  the  realm,  and  runs  as  followeth  : — 
Whereas  thou  hast  of  late  avoided  many  days 
of  public  service  in  the  Temple,  so  that  those 
among  the  people  who  admire  thee  follow  thine 
ill  example,  and  absent  themselves  also  with 
equal  readiness, — the  Priestess  Undefiled,  the 
noble  Lysia,  doth  to-night  command  thy  pre- 
sence as  a  duty  not  to  be  foregone.  Therefore 
come  thou  and  take  thy  part  in  the  Great 
Sacrifice,  for  these  late  tumults  and  disasters  in 
the  city,  notably  the  perplexing  downfall  of  the 
Obelisk,  have  caused  all  hearts  to  fail  and  sink 
for  very  fear.  The  river  darkens  In  its  crimson 
hue  each  hour  by  passing  hour, — strange  noises 
have  been  heard  athwart  the  sky  and  in  the 
deeper  underground,  .  .  and  all  these  drear  un- 
wonted things  are  so  many  cogent  reasons  why 
we  should  in  solemn  unison,  implore  the  favour 
of  Nagaya  and  the  gods  whereby  further  cata- 
strophes may  be  perchance  averted.  Moreover 
for    motives   of  most   urgent   state-policy   It   is 
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advisable  that  all  who  hold  place,  dignity  and 
renown  within  the  city,  should  this  night  be 
seen  as  fervent  supplicants  before  the  Sacred 
Shrine, — so  may  much  threatening  rebellion  be 
appeased,  and  order  be  restored  out  of  impend- 
ing confusion.  Such  is  the  message  I  am 
bidden  to  convey  to  thee, — furthermore  I  am 
required  to  bear  back  again  to  the  High 
Priestess  thy  faithful  promise  that  her  orders 
shall  be  surely  and  entirely  obeyed.  Thou  art 
not  wont "  .  .  and  a  pale  sneer  flitted  over  his 
features  .  .  "to  set  her  mandate  at  defiance." 

Sah-luma  bit  his  lips  angrily,  and  folded  his 
arms  above  his  head  with  a  lazy  yet  impatient 
movement. 

"  Assuredly  I  shall  be  present  at  the  Ser- 
vice," he  said  curtly  . .  "  There  needed  no 
such  weighty  summoning  !  'Twas  my  intention 
to  join  the  ranks  of  worshippers  to-night,  though 
for  myself  I  have  no  faith  in  worship,  . .  the 
gods  I  ween  are  deaf,  and  care  not  a  jot  whether 
we  mortals  weep  or  sing.  Nevertheless  I  shall 
look  on  with  fitting  gravity,  and  deport  myself 
with  due  decorum  throughout  the  ceremonious 
Ritual,  though  verily  I  tell  thee,  reverend  Zh\ 
'tis  tedious  and  monotonous  at  best,  .  .  and  con- 
cerning the  poor  maiden-sacrifice,  it  is  a 
shuddering  horror  we  could  well  dispense  with." 
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"  I  think  not  so  "  .  .  replied  the  Priest  calmly, 
''  Thou,  who  art  well  instructed  in  the 
capricious  humours  of  men,  must  surely  know 
how  dearly  the  majority  of  them  love  the 
shedding  of  blood, — 'tis  a  clamorous  brute- 
instinct  in  them  which  must  be  satisfied. 
Better  therefore  that  we,  the  anointed  Priests, 
should  slay  one  willing  victim  for  the  purposes 
of  religion,  than  that  they,  the  ignorant  mob 
should  kill  a  thousand  to  gratify  their  lust  of 
murder.  An  unresentful,  all-loving  Deity  would 
be  impossible  of  comprehension  to  a  mutually 
hating  and  malignant  race  of  beings, — all  creeds 
must  be  accommodated  to  the  dispositions  of  the 
million." 

"  Pardon  me  .  .  "  suddenly  interrupted  Theos, 
''  I  am  a  stranger,  and  in  a  great  measure 
ignorant  of  this  city's  customs,  .  .  but  I  confess  I 
am  amazed  to  hear  a  Priest  uphold  so  specious 
an  argument  !  What !  .  must  divine  Religion 
be  dragged  down  from  its  pure  throne  to 
pander  to  the  selfish  passions  of  the  multitude  ? 
.  . .  because  men  are  vile,  must  a  vile  sfod  be 
invented  to  suit  their  savage  caprices  ? .  . 
because  men  are  cruel,  must  the  unseen  Creator 
of  things  be  delineated  as  even  more  barbarous 
than  they,  in  order  to  give  them  some  pietistical 
excuse  for  wickedness  ? — I  ask  these  questions 
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not  out  of  wanton  curiosity,  but  for  the  sake  of 
instruction !  " 

The  haughty  Zel  turned  upon  him  in  severe 
astonishment. 

*'  Sir,"  he  said — *'  Stranger  undoubtedly  thou 
art, — and  so  bold  a  manner  of  speech  most  truly 
savours  of  the  utterly  uneducated  western 
barbarian  !  All  wise  and  prudent  governments 
have  learned  that  a  god,  fit  for  the  adoration  of 
men  must  be  depicted  as  much  like  men  as 
possible, — any  absolutely  superhuman  attributes 
are  unnecessary  to  the  character  of  a  useful 
deity,  inasmuch  as  no  man  ever  will,  or  ever  can 
understand  the  worth  of  superhuman  qualities. 
Humanity  is  only  capable  of  worshipping  Self — 
thus,  it  is  necessary,  that  when  people  are  per- 
suaded to  pay  honour  to  an  elected  Divinity, 
they  should  be  well  and  comfortably  assured  in 
their  own  minds  that  they  are  but  offering 
homage  to  an  Image  of  Self  placed  before  them 
in  a  deified  or  heroic  form.  This  satisfies  the 
natural  idolatrous  cravings  of  Egotism,  and  this 
is  all  that  priests  or  teachers  desire.  Now  in 
the  worship  of  Nagaya,  we  have  the  natures  of 
Man  and  Woman  conjoined,  . .  the  Snake  is  the 
emblem  of  male  wisdom  united  with  female 
subtilty — and  the  two  essences  mingled  in  one, 
make   as    near   an  approach  to   what  we   may 


ARDATH. 

imagine  the  positive  Divine  capacity  as  can  be 
devised  on  earth  by  earthly  intelligences.  If, 
on  the  other  hand,  such  an  absurd  doctrine  as 
that  formulated  in  the  fanatic  madman  Khosrul's 
'  Prophecy '  could  be  imagined  as  actually 
admitted,  and  proclaimed  to  the  nations,  it 
would  have  very  few  followers,  and  the  sincerity 
of  those  few  might  well  be  open  to  doubt.  For 
the  Deity  it  speaks  of  is  supposed  to  be  an 
immortal  God  disguised  as  Man, — a  God  who 
voluntarily  rejects  and  sets  aside  His  own  glory 
to  serve  and  save  His  perishable  creatures, — 
thus  the  root  of  that  religion  would  consist  in 
Self-abnegation,  and  Self-abnegation  is,  as 
experience  proves,  utterly  impossible  to  the 
human  being." 

*'  Why  is  it  impossible  ?  "  asked  Theos  with  a 
quiver  of  passionate  earnestness  in  his  voice, — 
"  Are  there  none  in  all  the  world  who  would 
sacrifice  their  own  interests  to  further  another's 
welfare  and  happiness  ?  " 

The  Priest  smiled, — a  delicately  derisive 
smile. 

"  Certainly  not !  "  he  replied  blandly.  .  "The 
very  question  strikes  me  as  singularly  foolish, 
inasmuch  as  we  live  in  a  planet  where  if  we  do 
not  serve  ourselves  and  look  after  our  own 
personal    advantage,    we   may  as  well   die   the 
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minute  we  are  born,  or  better  still,  never  be 
born'  at  all.  There  is  no  one  living,  .  .  at  least 
not  in  the  wide  realm  of  Al-Kyris, — who  would 
put  himself  to  the  smallest  inconvenience  for 
the  sake  of  another,  were  that  other  his  nearest 
and  dearest  blood-relation.  And  in  matters  of 
love  and  friendship,  'tis  the  same  as  in  business, 
— each  man  eagerly  pursues  his  own  chance  of 
enjoyment, — even  when  he  loves,  or  fancies  he 
loves  a  woman,  it  is  solely  because  her  beauty 
or  attractiveness  gives  /n'm  temporary  pleasure, 
not  because  he  has  any  tenderness  or  after- 
regard  for  the  nature  of  /ler  feelings.  How 
can  it  be  otherwise  ?  .  .  We  elect  friends  that 
are  useful  to  tis  personally, — we  care  little  for 
^/^ezr  intrinsic  merit,  and  we  only  tolerate  them 
as  long  as  they  happen  to  suit  02ir  taste.  For 
generally,  on  the  first  occasion  of  a  disagree- 
ment or  difference  of  opinion,  we  shake  our- 
selves free  of  them  without  either  regret  or 
remorse,  and  seek  others  who  will  be  meek 
enough  not  to  offer  us  any  open  contradiction. 
It  is,  and  it  must  be  always  so  : — Self  is  the  first 
person  we  are  bound  to  consider,  and  all  re- 
ligions if  they  are  intended  to  last,  must 
prudently  recognize  and  silently  acquiesce  in 
this,  the  chief  dogma  of  Man's  constitution." 
Sah-luma  laughed.  ''  Excellently  argued, 
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most  politic  Zel  !  "  he  exclaimed  .  .  "  Yet  me- 
thinks  it  is  easy  to  worship  Self  without  either 
consecrated  altars  or  priestly  assistance  !  " 

"  Thou  shouldst  know  better  than  any  one 
with  what  facility  such  devotion  can  be  prac- 
tised ! "  returned  Zel  Ironically,  rising  as  he 
spoke,  and  beginning  to  wrap  his  mantle  round 
him  preparatory  to  departure — *'Thou  hast  a 
wider  range  of  perpetual  adoration  than  most 
men,  seeing  thou  dost  so  fully  estimate  the 
value  of  thine  own  genius !  Some  heretics 
there  are  In  the  city,  who  say  thy  merit  is  but 
a  trick  of  song  shared  by  thee  in  common  with 
the  birds,  .  .  .  who  truly  seem  to  take  no  pride 
in  the  particular  sweetness  of  their  unsyllabled 
language,  .  .  but  thou  thyself  art  better  In- 
structed, and  who  shall  blame  thee  for  the 
veneration  with  which  thou  dost  daily  con- 
template thine  own  intellectual  powers  ?  Not 
I,  believe  me  !  "  .  .  and  his  crafty  eyes  glittered 
mockingly,  as  he  arranged  his  silver  gauze 
muffler  so  that  it  entirely  veiled  the  lower  part 
of  his  features,  .  .  "  And  though  I  do  somewhat 
regret  to  learn  that  thou,  among  other  noble- 
men of  fashion,  hast  of  late  taken  part  In  the 
atheistic  discussions  encouraged  by  the  Positivist 
School  of  Thought,  still  as  a  priest,  my  duty  Is 
not    so  much    to   reproach,    as   to   call   thee  to 
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repentance.  Therefore  I  inwardly  rejoice  to 
know  thou  wilt  present  thyself  before  the  Shrine 
to-night,  if  only  for  the  sake  of  custom  ..." 

"  '  Only  '  for  the  sake  of  custom  !  "  repeated 
Sah-luma  amusedly — '*  Nay  good  Zel,  custom 
should  be  surely  classified  as  an  exceeding 
powerful  god,  inasmuch  as  it  rules  all  things, 
from  the  cut  of  our  clothes  to  the  form  of  our 
creeds  !  " 

"True!"  replied  Zel  imperturbably.  "And 
he  who  despises  custom  becomes  an  alien  from 
his  kind, — a  moral  leper  among  the  pure  and 
clean." 

"  O  say  rather,  a  lion  among  sheep,  a  giant 
among  pigmies  !  "  laughed  the  Laureate, — 
"  For,  by  my  soul,  a  man  who  had  the  courage 
to  scorn  custom,  and  set  the  small  hypocrisies 
of  society  at  defiance  would  be  a  glorious  hero! . 
a  warrior  of  strange  integrity  whom  it  would  be 
well  worth  travelling  miles  to  see  ! " 

"  Khosrul  was  such  an  one  ! "  interposed 
Theos  suddenly. 

''Tush  man!  Khosrul  was  mad!"  retorted 
Sah-luma. 

"  Are  not  all  men  thought  mad  who  speak 
the  truth  ? "  queried  Theos  gently. 

The  priest  Zel  looked  at  him  with  proud 
and  supercilious  eyes. 
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"  Thou  hast  strange  notions  for  one  still 
young,"  he  said  .  .  "  What  art  thou  ? .  .  a  new 
disciple  of  the  Mystics  ?  .  .  or  a  student  of  the 
Positive  Doctrines  ? " 

Theos  met  his  keen  gaze  unflinchingly. 
"What  am  I  ?"  he  murmured  sadly,  and  his 
voice  trembled,  .  .  ''  Reverend  Priest,  I  am 
nothing !  .  .  .  Great  are  the  sufferings  of  men 
who  have  lost  their  wealth,  their  home,  their 
friends, .  .  but  I  .  .  I  have  lost  Myself !  Were  I 
anything .  .  could  I  ever  hope  to  be  anything, 
I  would  pray  to  be  accepted  a  servant  of  the 
Cross,  .  .  that  far-off  unknown  Faith  to  which 
my  tired  spirit  clings  !  " 

As  he  uttered  these  words,  he  raised 
his  eyes,  .  .  .  how  dim  and  misty  at  the 
moment  seemed  the  tall  white  figure  of  the 
majestic  Zel !  .  and  in  contrast  to  it,  how 
brilliantly  distinct  Sah-luma's  radiant  face 
appeared,  turned  towards  him  in  enquiring 
wonderment !  .  .  He  felt  a  swooning  dizziness 
upon  him,  but  the  sensation  swiftly  passed, 
and  he  saw  the  haughty  Priest's  dark  brows 
bent  upon  him  in  a  frown  of  ominous  dis- 
approval. 

"  'Tis  well  thou  art  not  a  citizen  of  Al- 
Kyris  " — he  said  scornfully — "  To  strangers  we 
accord    a    certain    license    of  opinion, — but   if 
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thou  wert  a  native  of  these  realms,  thy  speech 
would  cost  thee  dear  !  As  it  is,  I  warn  thee  !  .• . 
dare  not  to  make  public  mention  of  the  Cross, 
the  accursed  Emblem  of  the  dead  Khosrul's 
idolatry,  .  .  guard  thy  tongue  heedfully  ! — and 
thou,  Sah-luma,  if  thou  dost  bring  this  rashling 
with  thee  to  the  Temple,  thou  must  take  upon 
thyself  all  measures  for  his  safety.  For  in 
these  days,  some  words  are  like  firebrands,  . 
and  he  who  casts  them  forth  incautiously  may 
kindle  flames  that  only  the  forfeit  of  his  life  can 
quench." 

There  w^as  a  quiver  of  suppressed  fury  in  his 
tone,  and  Sah-luma  lifted  his  lazy  lids,  and 
looked  at  him  with  an  air  of  tranquil  indifference. 

"  j^rithee,  trouble  not  thyself,  most  eminent 
Zel ! "  he  answered  nonchalantly  .  .  "  I  will 
answer  for  my  friend's  discretion !  Thou  dost 
mistake  his  temperament, — he  is  a  budding  poet, 
and  utters  many  a  disconnected  thought  which 
hath  no  meaning  save  to  his  own  fancy-swarm- 
ing brain, — he  saw  the  fanatic  Khosrul  die,  and 
the  picture  hath  impressed  him  for  the  moment 
— nothing  more  !  I  pledge  my  word  for  his 
demurest  prudence  at  the  Service  to-night — I 
would  not  have  him  absent  for  the  world,  .  . 
'twere  pity  he  should  miss  the  splendour  of  a 
scene    which    doubtless    hath    been    admirably 
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contrived,  by  priestly  art  and  skill,  to  play  upon 
the  passions  of  the  multitude.  Tell  me,  good 
Zel,  what  is  the  name  of  the  self-offered 
Victim  ?  " 

The  Priest  flashed  a  strangely  malevolent 
glance  at  him. 

"  'Tis  not  to  be  divulged,"  he  replied  curtly — 
"The  virgin  is  no  longer  counted  among  the 
living  .  .  she  is  as  one  already  departed — the 
name  she  bore  hath  been  erased  from  the  city 
registers,  and  she  wears  instead  the  prouder 
title  of  *  Bride  of  the  Sun  and  Nagaya.'  Restrain 
thy  curiosity  until  night  hath  fallen, — it  may  be 
that  thou,  who  hast  a  wide  acquaintance  among 
fair  maidens,  wilt  recognize  her  countenance." 

"  Nay,  I  trust  I  know  her  not  "—said  Sah- 
luma  carelessly — "  For,  though  all  women  die 
for  me  when  once  their  beauty  fades,  still  am  I 
loth  to  see  them  perish  ere  their  prime." 

"Yet  many  are  doomed  to  perish  so" — re- 
joined the  Priest  impassively — "  Men  as  well  as 
women, — and  methinks  those  who  are  best 
beloved  of  the  gods  are  chosen  first  to  die. 
Death  is  not  difficult,  .  .  but  to  live  long  enough 
for  life  to  lose  all  savour,  and  love  all  charm,  .  . 
this  is  a  bitterness  that  comes  with  years  and 
cannot  be  consoled." 

And  retreating  slowly  towards  the  door,  he 
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paused  as  he  had  previously  done  on  the 
threshold. 

*'  Farewell,  Sah-luma  !  "  he  said  .  .  "  Beware 
that  nothing  hinders  thee  from  the  fulfilment  of 
thy  promise  ! .  .  and  let  thy  homage  to  the  Holy 
Maid  be  reverent  at  the  parting  of  the  Silver 
Veil !  " 

He  waited,  .  but  Sah-luma  made  no  answer, 
— he  therefore  raised  his  staff  and  described  a 
circle  with  it  in  the  same  solemn  fashion  that 
had  distinguished  his  entrance. 

"  By  the  coming-forth  of  the  Moon  through 
the  ways  of  Darkness,  . .  by  the  shining  of 
Stars,  .  by  the  Sleeping  Sun  and  the  silence  of 
Night,  ...  by  the  All-Seeing  Eye  of  Raphon 
and  the  Wisdom  of  Nagaya  may  the  protection 
of  the  gods  abide  in  this  house  for  ever  ! " 

As  he  pronounced  these  words  he  noiselessly 
departed,  without  any  salutation  whatever  to 
Sah-luma,  who  heaved  a  sigh  of  relief  when  he 
had  gone,  and  rising  from  his  couch,  came  and 
placed  one  hand  affectionately  on  Theos's 
shoulder. 

"  Thou  foolish,  yet  dear  comrade  !  "  he  mur- 
mured .  .  "  What  moves  thee  to  blurt  forth  such 
strange  and  unwarrantable  sayings  ?  .  .  Why 
wouldst  thou  pray  to  be  a  servant  of  the  Cross  ? 
.  .  or   why,  at  any   rate,   if   thou  hast   taken  a 
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fancy  for  the  dead  Khosrul's  new  doctrine,  wert 
thou  so  rash  as  to  proclaim  thy  sentiment  to  yon 
unprincipled,  bloodthirsty  Zel,  who  would  not 
scruple  to  poison  the  King  himself,  if  his 
Majesty  gave  sufficient  cause  of  offence  !  Dost 
thou  desire  to  be  straightway  slain  ? — Nay,  I 
will  not  have  thee  run  thus  furiously  Into  dan- 
ger,— thou  wilt  be  offered  the  Silver  Nectar 
like  Nir-jalis,  and  not  even  the  Intercession  of 
my  friendship  would  avail  to  save  thee  then  !  " 

Theos  smiled  rather  sadly. 

"  And  thus  would  end  for  ever  my  mistakes 
and  follies,  .  .  "  he  answered  softly.  .  "  And  I 
should  perchance  discover  the  small  hidden 
secret  of  things — the  little  simple  unguessed 
clue,  that  would  unravel  the  mystery  and  mean- 
ing of  Existence  !  For  can  It  be  that  the 
majestic  marvel  of  created  Nature  is  purpose- 
less in  its  design  ? — that  we  are  doomed  to 
think  thoughts  which  can  never  be  realized  ? — 
to  dream  dreams  that  perish  in  the  dreaming  ? 
.  .  to  build  up  hopes  without  foundation  ?  .  .  to 
call  upon  God  when  there  Is  no  God  ?  .  .  to  long 
for  Heaven  when  there  is  no  Heaven  ? .  .  .  . 
Ah  no,  Sah-luma  ! — surely  we  are  not  the  mere 
fools  and  dupes  of  Time, .  .  .  surely  there  Is 
some  Eternal  Beyond  which  is  not  Annihila- 
tion, .  .  some    greater    vaster    sphere    of    soul- 
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development  where  we  shall  find  all  that  we 
have  missed  on  earth  !  " 

Sah-luma's  face  clouded,  and  a  sigh  escaped 
him. 

''  I  would  my  thoughts  were  similar  to  thine  !  " 
he  said  sorrowfully  .  .  *'  I  would  I  could  believe 
in  an  immortal  destiny,  .  .  .  but  alas,  my  friend  ! 
there  is  no  shadow  of  ground  for  such  a  happy 
faith, — none  neither  in  sense,  nor  science.  I 
have  reflected  on  It  many  a  time  till  I  have 
wearied  myself  with  mournful  musing,  and 
the  end  of  all  my  meditation  has  been  a  useless 
protest  against  the  Great  Inevitable,  .  a  clamour 
of  disdain  hurled  at  the  huge,  blind  indifferent 
Force  that  poisons  the  deep  sea  of  Space  with 
an  ever-productive  spawn  of  wasted  Life  !  Anon 
I  have  flouted  my  own  despair,  and  have  con- 
soled myself  with  the  old  wise  maxim  that  was 
found  inscribed  on  the  statue  of  a  smiling  god 
some  centuries  ago. .  *'  Enjoy  your  lives,  ye  pass- 
ing tribes  of  men  .  .  .  take  pleasure  in  folly,  for 
this  is  the  only  wisdom  that  avails  !  Happy  is  he 
whose  days  are  filled  with  the  delight  of  love 
and  laughter,  for  there  is  nothing  better  found 
on  earth,  and  whatsoever  ye  do,  whether  wise 
or  foolish,  the  same  End  comes  to  all  ! '..  Is  not 
this  true  philosophy,  my  Theos  ? .  .  what  can  a 
man  do  better  than  enjoy  ?  " 
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"  Much  depends  on  the  particular  form  of 
enjoyment .  ."  responded  Theos  thoughtfully. 
"  Some  there  are  for  example,  who  might  find 
their  greatest  satisfaction  in  the  pleasures  of 
the  table, — others  in  the  gratification  of  sensual 
desires  and  gross  appetites, — are  these  to  be  left 
to  follow  their  own  devices,  without  any  effort 
being  made  to  raise  them  from  the  brute-level 
where  they  lie  ?  " 

"  Why,  in  the  name  of  all  the  gods,  should 
they  be  raised  ? "  demanded  Sah-luma  impa- 
tiently—" If  their  choice  is  to  grovel  in  mire, 
why  ask  them  to  dwell  in  a  palace  ? — They 
would  not  appreciate  the  change  1 

"Again,"  went  on  Theos — ''there  are  others 
who  are  only  happy  in  the  pursuit  of  wisdom, 
and  the  more  they  learn,  the  more  they  seek  to 
know.  One  wonders,  .  .  one  cannot  help  won- 
dering . .  are  their  aspirations  all  in  vain  ?  .  .  and 
will  the  grave  seal  down  their  hopes  for  ever  ?  " 

Sah-luma  paused  a  moment  before  replying. 

"  It  seems  so  .  . ."  he  said  at  last  slowly  and 
hesitatingly..  "And  herein  I  find  the  injustice 
of  the  matter, — because  however  great  may  be 
the  imagination  and  fervour  of  a  poet  for  in- 
stance, he  never  is  able  wholly  to  utter  his 
thoughts.  Half  of  them  remain  in  embryo,  like 
buds  of  flowers  that  never  come  to  bloom,  .  yet 
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they  are  there,  burning  in  the  brain  and  seeming 
too  vast  of  conception  to  syllable  themselves  into 
the  common  speech  of  mortals  !  I  have  often 
marvelled  why  such  ideas  suggest  themselves  at 
all  as  they  can  neither  be  written  nor  spoken, 
unless  .  ."  and  here  his  voice  sank  into  a  dreamy 
softness,  ''  Unless  indeed  they  are  to  be  received 
as  hints,  .  .  foreshadowings .  .  of  greater  works 
destined  for  our  accomplishment, .  hereafter  ! " 

He  was  silent  a  minute's  space,  and  Theos 
watching  him  wistfully,  suddenly  asked, 

.  "  Wouldst  thou  be  willing  to  live  again,  Sah- 
luma,  if  such  a  thing  could  be  ?  " 

"  Friend,  I  would  rather  never  die  !  " — re- 
sponded the  Laureate,  half  playfully,  half  seri- 
ously .  .  "  But . .  if  I  were  certain  that  death  was 
no  more  than  a  sleep,  from  which  I  should  as- 
suredly awaken  to  another  phase  of  existence, .  . 
I  know  well  enough  what  I  would  do  !  " 

''  What  ?  "  questioned  Theos,  his  heart  begin- 
ning to  beat  with  an  almost  insufferable  anxiety. 

"  I  would  live  a  different  life  nozv  !  "  answered 
Sah-luma  steadily,  looking  his  companion  full 
in  the  eyes  as  he  spoke,  while  a  grave  smile 
shadowed   rather  than    licrhtened    his    features. 

o 

"  I  would  begin  at  once,  .  .  so  that  when  the 
new  Future  dawned  for  me,  I  might  not  be 
haunted  or  tortured  by  the  remembrance  of  a 
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mis-spent  Past  !  For  if  we  are  to  believe  in 
any  everlasting  things  at  all,  we  cannot  shut  out 
the  fatal  everlastingness  of  Memory  !  " 

His  words  sounded  unlike  himself  ...  his 
voice  was  as  the  voice  of  some  reproving  angel 
speaking, — and  Theos  listening,  shuddered,  he 
knew  not  why,  and  held  his  peace. 

"  Never  to  be  able  to  forget  !  "  continued 
Sah-luma  in  the  same  grave  sweet  tone.  .  . 
*'  Never  to  lose  sight  of  one's  own  bygone 
wilful  sins,  .  .  this  would  be  an  immortal  destiny 
too  terrible  to  endure !  For  then,  inexorable 
Retrospection  would  for  ever  show  us  where  we 
had  missed  the  way,  and  how  we  had  failed  to 
use  the  chances  given  us,  .  .  moreover,  we  might 
haply  find  ourselves  surrounded  .  ."  and  his 
accents  grew  slower  and  more  emphatic  .  .  "by 
strange  phantoms  of  our  own  creating,  who 
would  act  anew  the  drama  of  our  obstinate 
past  follies,  perplexing  us  thereby  into  an 
anguish  greater  than  mortal  fancy  can  depict. 
Thus,  if  we  indeed  possessed  the  positive  fore- 
knowledge of  the  eternal  regeneration  of  our 
lives,  'twould  be  well  to  free  them  from  all 
hindrance  to  perfection  hei^e, — here,  while  we 
are  still  conscious  of  Time  and  opportunity." 
He  paused, — then  went  on  in  his  customary  gay 
manner  .  .  ''  But  fortunately  we  are  not  positive, 
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— nothing  is  certain, — no  truth  is  so  satisfactorily 
demonstrated  that  some  wiseacre  cannot  be 
found  to  disprove  it,  .  .  hence  it  happens,  my 
friend  .  ."  and  his  face  assumed  its  wonted 
careless  expression  .  .  ''  that  we  men  whose 
common-sense  is  offended  by  priestly  hypocrisy 
and  occult  necromantic  jugglery, — we,  who 
perhaps  In  our  innermost  heart  of  hearts 
ardently  desire  to  believe  in  a  supreme  Divinity 
and  the  grandly-progressive  Sublime  Intention 
of  the  Universe,  but  who,  discovering  naught 
but  ignoble  Cant  and  Imposture  everywhere, 
are  incontinently  thrown  back  on  our  own 
resources,  .  .  hence  It  comes  I  say,  that  we 
are  satisfied  to  accept  ourselves,  each  man  in 
his  own  personality,  as  the  Beginning  and  End 
of  Existence,  and  to  minister  to  that  Absolute 
Self  which  after  all  concerns  us  most,  and 
which  will  continue  to  en^aee  our  best  service 
until  .  .  .  well! — until  History  can  show  us  a 
perfectly  Selfless  Example,  which  if  human 
nature  remains  consistent  with  its  own  traditions, 
will  assuredly  never  be  !  " 

This  was  almost  more  than  Theos  could 
bear,  .  .  there  was  a  tightening  agony  at  his 
heart  that  made  him  long  to  cry  out,  to  weep, 
or  better  still,  to  fling  himself  on  his  knees  and 
pray,  .  .  pray  to  that  far-removed  mild  Presence, 
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that  ''  selfless  Example "  who  he  knew  had 
hallowed  and  dignified  the  world,  and  yet 
whose  Holy  and  Beloved  Name,  he,  miserable 
sinner,  was  unworthy  to  even  remember ! 
His  suffering  at  the  moment  was  so  intense 
that  he  fancied  some  reflection  of  it  must  be 
visible  in  his  face.  Sahduma  however,  ap- 
parently saw  nothing, — he  stepped  across  the 
room,  and  out  to  the  vine-shaded  loggia,  where  he 
turned  and  beckoned  his  companion  to  his  side. 

''  Come ! "  he  said,  pushing  his  hair  off  his 
brows  with  a  languid  gesture,  .  .  ''  The  after- 
noon wears  onward,  and  the  very  heavens  seem 
to  smoke  with  heat, — let  us  seek  cooler  air 
beneath  the  shade  of  yonder  cypresses,  whose 
dark  green  boughs  shut  out  the  glaring  sky. 
We'll  talk  of  love  and  poesy  and  tender  things 
till  sunset,  .  .  I  will  recite  to  thee  a  ballad  of 
mine  that  NIphrata  loved, — 'tis  called  *  An  Idyll 
of  Roses,"  . .  and  it  will  lighten  this  hot  and  heavy 
silence,  when  even  birds  sleep,  and  butterflies 
drowse  In  the  hollowed  shelter  of  the  arum- 
leaves.  Come,  wilt  thou  ?  .  .  To-night  perchance 
we  shall  have  little  time  for  pleasant  discourse  !  " 

As  he  spoke,  Theos  obediently  went  towards 
him  with  the  dazed  sensations  of  one  under 
the  influence  of  mesmerism,  .  .  the  dazzling 
face    and     luminous    eyes     of    the     Laureate 
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exercised  over  him  an  indescribable  yet  resist- 
less authority, — and  it  was  certain  that  wher- 
ever Sah-luma  led  the  way,  he  was  bound  to 
follow.  Only,  as  he  mechanically  descended 
from  the  terrace  into  the  garden,  and  linked 
his  arm  within  that  of  his  companion,  he  was 
conscious  of  a  vague  feeling  of  pity  for  himself 
.  .  pity  that  he  should  have  dwindled  into  such 
a  nonentity,  when  Sah-luma  was  so  renowned 
a  celebrity,  .  .  pity  too  that  he  should  have 
somehow  never  been  able  to  devise  anything 
original  in  the  Art  of  Poetry  ! 

This  last  was  evident,  .  for  he  knew  already 
that  the  "  Idyll  of  Roses  "  Sah-luma  purposed 
reciting,  could  be  no  other  than  what  he  had 
fancied  was  /its  ''  Idyll  of  Roses  "  .  .  a  poem  he 
had  composed,  or  rather,  had  plagiarised  in 
some  mysterious  fashion  before  he  had  even 
dreamt  of  the  design  of  '  N otirhdlina' .  .  .  How- 
ever he  had  become  in  part  resigned  to  the 
peculiar  position  he  occupied, .  .  he  was  just  a 
little  sorry  for  himself,  and  that  was  all.  Even 
as  the  parted  spirit  of  a  dead  man  might  hover 
ruthfully  above  the  grave  of  its  perishfed  mortal 
body,  so  he  compassionated  his  own  forlorn 
estate, .  and  heaved  a  passing  sigh  of  regret, 
not  only  for  all  he  once  had  been^  but  also  for  all 
he  could  never  be  I 
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The  hours  wore  on  with  stealthy  rapidity, — 
but  the  two  friends  reclining  together  under  a 
deep-branched  canopy  of  cypress-boughs,  paid 
little  or  no  heed  to  the  flight  of  time.  The 
heat  in  the  garden  was  intense — the  grass  was 
dry  and  brittle  as  though  it  had  been  scorched 
by  passing  flames, — and  a  singularly  profound 
stillness  reigned  everywhere,  there  being  no 
wind  to  stir  the  faintest  rustle  among  the  foliage. 
Lying  lazily  upon  his  back,  with  his  arms  clasped 
above  his  head,  Theos  looked  dreamily  up  at 
the  patches  of  blue  sky  seen  between  the  dark- 
green  gnarled  stems,  and  listened  to  the 
measured  cadence  of  the  Laureate's  mellow 
voice  as  he  recited  with  much  tenderness  the 
promised  poem. 

Of  course  it  was  perfectly  familiar, — the  lines 
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were  precisely  the  same  as  those  which  he, 
Theos,  remembered  to  have  written  out,  think- 
ing them  his  own,  in  an  old  manuscript  book  he 
had  left  at  home.  "  At  home  "  ! .  .  Where  was 
that  ?  It  must  be  a  very  long  way  off !  .  .  .  He 
half  closed  his  eyes, — a  sense  of  delightful 
drowsiness  was  upon  him,  .  .  the  rise  and  fall 
of  his  friend's  rhythmic  utterance  soothed  him 
Into  a  languid  peace,  .  .  the  ''  Idyll  of  Roses  " 
was  very  sweet  and  musical,  and  though  he  knew 
It  of  old,  he  heard  it  now  with  special  satisfaction, 
inasmuch  as  It  being  no  longer  his,  he  was  at 
liberty  to  bestow  upon  It  that  full  measure  of 
admiration   which   he   felt   It  deserved  ! 

Yet  every  now  and  then  his  thoughts 
wandered, — and  though  he  anxiously  strove  to 
concentrate  his  attention  on  the  lovely  stanzas 
that  murmured  past  his  ears  like  the  gentle 
sound  of  waves  flowing  beneath  the  mesmerism 
of  the  moon,  his  brain  was  in  a  continual  state  of 
ferment,  and  busied  itself  with  all  manner  of  vague 
suggestions  to  which  he  could  give  no  name. 

A  great  weariness  weighed  down  his  spirit, — 
a  dim  consciousness  of  the  futility  of  all  ambition 
and  all  endeavour, — he  was  haunted  too  by  the 
sharp  hiss  of  Lysia's  voice  when  she  had  said  . .  . 
"  Kill  Sail- Itlma  f  '\  .  .  .  Her  look,  her  attitude, 
her  murderous  smile,  troubled  his  memory  and 
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made  him  ill  at  ease, — the  thing  she  had  thus 
demanded  at  his  hands  seemed  more  monstrous 
than  if  she  had  bidden  him  kill  himself !  For 
there  had  been  one  moment,  when,  mastered  by 
her  beauty  and  the  force  of  his  own  passion,  he 
would  have  killed  himself  had  she  requested 
it,  .  .  .  but  to  kill  his  adored,  his  beloved 
friend  !  .  .  ah  no  !  not  for  a  thousand  sorceress- 
queens  as  fair  as  she  ! 

He  drew  a  long  breath,  ...  an  irresistible 
desire  for  rest  came  over  him,  .  .  the  air  was 
heavy  and  warm  and  fragrant, — his  companion's 
dulcet  accents  served  as  a  lullaby  to  his  tired 
mind, — it  seemed  a  long  time  since  he  had 
enjoyed  a  pleasant  slumber,  for  the  previous 
night  he  had  not  slept  at  all.  Lower  and  lower 
drooped  his  aching  lids,  .  .  he  was  almost  be- 
ginning to  slip  away  slowly  into  a  blissful 
unconsciousness,  .  .  when  all  at  once  Sah-luma 
ceased  reciting,  and  a  harsh  brazen  clang  of 
bells  echoed  through  the  silence,  storming  to  and 
fro  with  a  violent  hurried  uproar  suggestive  of 
some  sudden  alarm.  He  sprang  to  his  feet, 
rubbing  his  eyes, — Sah-luma  rose  also,  a  slightly 
petulant  expression  on  his  face. 

"  Canst  thou  do  no  better  than  sleep  " — he 
queried  complainingly,  "  when  thou  art  privi- 
leged to  listen  to  an  immortal  poem  ?  " 


IN  THE  TEMPLE  OF  NAGAYA. 

Impulsively  Theos  caught  his  hand  and 
pressed  it  fervently. 

''  Nay,  dost  thou  deem  me  so  indifferent,  my 
noble  friend  ?  "  he  cried  .  .  "  Thou  art  mistaken, 
for  though  perchance  mine  eyes  were  closed, 
my  ears  were  open  ; — I  heard  thy  every 
word, — I  loved  thy  every  line  !  What  dost 
thou  need  of  praise  ? .  thou,  who  canst  do 
naught  but  work  which  being  perfect,  is  beyond 
all  criticism  !  " 

Sah-luma  smiled,  well  satisfied,  and  the  little 
lines  of  threatening  ill-humour  vanished  from 
his  countenance. 

''  Enough  !  "  he  said  .  .  '*  I  know  that  thou 
dost  truly  honour  me  above  all  poets,  and  that 
thou  wouldst  not  willingly  offend.  Hearest 
thou  how  great  a  clamour  the  ringers  of  the 
Temple  make  to-night  ? — 'tis  but  the  sunset 
chime,  .  .  yet  one  would  think  they  were 
pealing  forth  an  angry  summons  to  battle." 

"  Already  sunset ! "  exclaimed  Theos  sur- 
prised .  .  ''  Why  it  seems  scarce  a  minute 
since,  that  we  came  hither  !  " 

''  Aye  ! — such  is  the  magic  charm  of  poesy  !  " 
rejoined  Sah-luma  complacently  .  .  ''  It  makes 
the  hours  flit  like  moments,  and  long  days 
seem  but  short  hours  !  .  .  Nevertheless  'tis 
time  we  were  within    doors  and   at   supper, — 
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for  if  we  start  not  soon  for  the  Temple,  'twill  be 
difficult  to  gain  an  entrance,  and  I,  at  any  rate, 
must  be  early  in  my  place  beside  the  King." 

He  heaved  a  short  impatient  sigh, — and  as 
he  spoke,  all  Theos's  old  misgivings  came 
rushing  back  upon  him  in  full  force,  filling  him 
with  vague  sorrow,  uneasiness  and  fear.  But 
he  knew  how  useless  it  was  to  try  and 
impart  any  of  his  inward  forebodings  to  Sah- 
luma, — Sah-luma  who  had  so  lightly  explained 
Lysia's  treacherous  conduct  to  his  own  entire 
satisfaction,  .  .  Sah-luma,  on  whom  neither  the 
prophecies  of  Khosrul  nor  the  various  disastrous 
events  of  the  day  had  taken  any  permanent 
effect,  .  .  while  no  attempt  could  now  be  made 
to  deter  him  from  attending  the  Sacrificial 
Service  in  the  Temple,  seeing  he  had  been  so 
positively  commanded  thither  by  Lysia,  through 
the  medium  of  the  priest  Zel. 

Feeling  bitterly  his  own  incompetency  to 
exercise  any  protective  influence  on  the  fate 
of  his  companion,  Theos  said  nothing,  but 
silently  followed  him,  as  he  thrust  aside  the 
drooping  cypress  boughs  and  made  his  way 
out  to  more  open  ground,  his  lithe  graceful 
figure  looking  even  more  brilliant  and  phantom- 
like than  ever,  contrasted  with  the  deep  green 
gloom   spread   about   him  by    the  hoary  moss- 
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covered  trees  that  were  as  twisted  and  grotesque 
in  shape  as  a  group  of  fetich  idols.  As  he 
bent  back  the  last  branchy  barrier  however, 
and  stepped  into  the  full  light,  he  stopped  short, 
— and  uttering  a  loud  exclamation,  lifted  his 
hand  and  pointed  westward,  his  dark  eyes 
dilating  with  amazement  and  awe. 

Theos  at  once  came  swiftly  up  beside  him, 
and  looked  where  he  looked,  .  .  .  what  a  scene 

of  terrific  splendour  he  beheld  ! Right 

across  the  horizon,  that  glistened  with  a  pale 
green  hue  like  newly-frozen  water,  a  Cloud, 
black  as  the  blackest  midnight,  lay  heavy  and 
motionless,  in  form  resembling  an  enormous 
leaf,  fringed  at  the  edges  with  tremulous  lines 
of  gold. 

This  nebulous  mass  was  absolutely  stirless,  .  . 
it  appeared  as  though  it  had  been  thrown,  a 
ponderous  weight,  into  the  vault  of  heaven,  and 
having  fallen,  there  purposed  to  remain.  Ever 
and  anon  beamy  threads  of  lightning  played 
through  it  luridly,  veining  it  with  long  arrowy 
flashes  of  orange  and  silver, — while,  poised 
immediately  above  it,  was  the  Sun,  looking  like 
a  dull  scarlet  seal,  .  .  a  ball  of  dim  fire  destitute 
of  rays. 

On  all  sides  the  sky  was  crossed  by  wavy 
flecks   of     pearl   and    sudden     glimpses    as   of 
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burning  topaz, — and  down  towards  the  earth 
drooped  a  thin  azure  fog, — a  filmy  curtain, 
through  which  the  landscape  took  the  strangest 
tints  and  unearthly  flushes  of  colour.  A 
moment, — and  the  spectral  Sun  dropped  sud- 
denly into  the  lower  darkness,  leaving  behind 
it  a  glare  of  gold  and  green, — lowering  purple 
shadows  crept  across  the  heavens,  darkening 
them  as  smoke  darkens  flame, — but  the  huge 
Cloud  palpitating  with  lightning,  moved  not  at  all 
nor  changed  its  shape  by  so  much  as  a  hairs- 
breadth,  .  .  it  appeared  like  a  vast  pall  spread 
out  in  readiness  for  the  solemn  state-burial  of 
the  world. 

Fascinated  by  the  aspect  of  the  weird  sky- 
phenomenon,  Theos  was  at  the  same  time 
curiously  impressed  by  a  sense  of  its  unreality, 
.  .  indeed  he  found  himself  considering  it  with 
the  calm  attentiveness  of  one  who  is  brought 
face  to  face  with  a  remarkable  picture  effec- 
tively painted.  This  peculiar  sensation  how- 
ever, was  like  many  others  of  his  experience 
very  transitory,  .  .  it  passed,  and  he  watched 
the  lightnings  come  and  go  with  a  certain 
hesitating  fear  mingled  with  wonder.  Sah- 
luma  was  the  first  to  speak. 

"  Storm   at  last !  "  .  .  he   said,   forcing  a  smile 
though  his  face  was  unusually  pale, — "  It  has 
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threatened  us  all  day  .  .  'twill  break  before  the 
night  is  over.  How  sullenly  yonder  heavens 
frown  ! .  .  they  have  quenched  the  sun  in  their 
sable  darkness  as  though  he  were  a  beaten  foe ! 
This  will  seem  an  ill  sign  to  those  who  worship 
him  as  a  god, — for  truly  he  doth  appear  to  have 
withdrawn  himself  in  haste  and  anger.  By  my 
soul ! .  'Tis  a  dull  and  ominous  eve  !  "  .  .  and  a 
slight  shudder  ran  through  his  delicate  frame, 
as  he  turned  towards  the  white  pillared  loggia 
garlanded  with  its  climbing  vines,  roses,  and 
passion  flowers,  through  which  there  now  floated 
a  dim  golden  suffused  radiance  reflected  from 
lamps  lit  within,  .  .  ''  I  would  the  night  were 
past,  and  that  the  new  day  had  come ! " 

With  these  words,  he  entered  the  house, 
Theos  accompanying  him,  and  together  they 
went  at  once  to  the  banqueting-hall.  There 
they  supped  royally,  served  by  silent  and  atten- 
tive slaves, — they  themselves,  feeling  mutually 
depressed,  yet  apparently  not  wishing,  to  com- 
municate their  depression  one  to  the  other, 
conversed  but  little.  After  the  repast  was 
finished,  they  set  forth  on  foot  to  the  Temple, 
Sah-luma  informing  his  companion  as  they 
went,  that  it  was  against  the  law  to  use  any 
chariot  or  other  sort  of  conveyance  to  go  to  the 
place  of  worship,  the  King  himself  being  obliged 
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to  dispense  with  his  sumptuous  car  on  such 
occasions,  and  to  walk  thither  as  unostenta- 
tiously as  any  one  of  his  poorest  subjects. 

"  An  excellent  rule  !  "  .  .  observed  Theos  re- 
flectively— "  For  the  pomp  and  glitter  of  an 
earthly  potentate's  display,  assorts  ill  with  the 
homage  he  intends  to  offer  to  the  Immortals, — 
and  Kings  are  no  more  than  commoners  in  the 
sight  of  an  all-supreme  Divinity." 

"True,  if  there  wei^e  an  all-supreme  Divinity! ' 
rejoined  Sah-luma  drily, — ''  But  in  the  present 
state  of  well-founded  doubt  regarding  the  exist- 
ence of  any  such  omnipotent  personage,  thinkest 
thou  there  is  a  monarch  living,  who  is  sincerely 
willing  to  admit  the  possibility  of  any  power 
superior  to  himself?  Not  Zephoranim,  believe 
me  ! .  .his  enforced  humility  on  all  occasions  of 
public  religious  observance,  serves  him  merely 
as  a  new  channel  wherein  to  proclaim  his  pride. 
Certes,  in  obedience  to  the  Priests,  or  rather  let 
us  say  in  obedience  to  the  High  Priestess,  he 
paces  the  common  foot-path  in  company  with 
the  common  folk,  uncrowned  and  simply  clad, — 
but  what  avails  this  affectation  of  meekness  ? 
All  know  him  for  the  King, — all  make  servile 
way  for  him, — all  flatter  him  !  .  .  and  his  progress 
to  the  Temple  resembles  as  much  a  triumphal 
procession  as  though  he  were  mounted  in  his 
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chariot  and  returning  from  some  wondrous 
victory.  Besides,  humility  in  my  opinion  is 
more  a  weakness  than  a  virtue,  .  .  and  even 
granting  it  were  a  virtue,  it  is  not  possible 
to  Kings, — not  as  long  as  people  continue  to 
fawn  on  royalty  like  grovelling  curs,  and  lick 
the  sceptred  hand  that  often  loathes  their  abject 
touch." 

He  spoke  with  a  certain  bitterness  and  impati- 
ence as  though  he  were  suffering  from  some  in- 
ward nervous  irritation,  and  Theos  observing 
this,  prudently  made  no  attempt  to  continue  the 
conversation.  They  were  just  then  passing 
down  a  narrow  rather  dark  street,  lined  on  both 
sides  by  lofty  buildings  of  quaint  and  elabo- 
rate architecture.  Long  gloomy  shadows  had 
gathered  in  this  particular  spot,  where  for  a  short 
space  the  silence  was  so  intense  that  one  could 
almost  hear  one's  own  heart  beat.  Suddenly  a 
yellowish-green  ray  of  light  flashed  across  the 
pavement  and  lo  !  the  upper  rim  of  the  moon 
peered  above  the  housetops,  looking  strangely 
large  and  rosily  brilliant,  .  .  the  air  seemed  all 
at  once  to  grow  suffocating  and  sulphureous,  . 
and  between  whiles  there  came  the  faint  plash- 
ing sound  of  water  lapping  against  stone  with 
a  monotonous  murmur  as  of  continuous  soft 
whispers. 
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The  vast  silence,  the  vast  night,  were  full  of 
a  solemn  welrdness,  —  the  moon,  curiously 
magnified  to  twice  her  ordinary  size,  soared 
higher  and  higher,  firing  the  lofty  solitudes  of 
heaven  with  long  shooting  radiations  of  rose 
and  green,  while  still  In  the  purple  hollow  of 
the  horizon  lay  that  Immense,  Immovable  Cloud, 
nerved  as  It  were  with  living  lightning  which 
leaped  Incessantly  from  its  centre  like  a 
thousand  swords  drawn  and  re-drawn  from  as 
many  scabbards. 

Presently  the  deep  booming  noise  of  a  great 
bell  smote  heavily  on  the  stillness,  .  .  a  sound 
that  Theos,  oppressed  by  the  weight  of  un- 
utterable forebodings,  welcomed  with  a  vague 
sense  of  relief,  while  Sah-luma  hearing  It, 
quickened  his  pace.  They  soon  reached  the 
end  of  the  street,  which  terminated  In  a  spacious 
quadrangular  court  guarded  on  all  sides  by 
gigantic  black  statues,  and  quickly  crossing  this 
place  which  was  entirely  deserted,  they  came 
out  at  once  Into  a  dazzling  blaze  of  light,  .  .  . 
the  Temple  of  Nagaya  In  all  Its  stately  magni- 
ficence towered  before  them,  a  stupendous  pile 
of  marvellously  delicate  architecture  so  fine  as 
to  seem  like  lace^work  rather  than  stone. 

It  was  lit  up  from  base  to  summit  with 
glittering    lamps    of  all    colours,  .  .  the    twelve 
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revolving-  stars  on  Its  twelve  tall  turrets  cast 
forth  wide  beams  of  penetrating  radiance  into 
the  deepening  darkness  of  the  night,  .  .  aloft  in 
its  topmost  crown  of  pinnacles  swung  the 
prayer-commanding  bell,  .  .  while  the  enormous 
crowds  swarming  thick  about  it  gave  it  the 
appearance  of  a  brilliant  Pharos  set  in  the 
midst  of  a  surging  sea.  The  steps  leading  up 
to  it  were  strewn  ankle-deep  with  flowers,  .  . 
the  doors  stood  open, — and  a  thunderous 
hum  of  solemn  music  vibrated  in  wave-like 
pulsations  through  the  heavy,  heated  air. 

Half  blinded  by  the  extreme  effulgence,  and 
confused  by  the  jostling  to  and  fro  of  a  multi- 
tude immeasurably  greater  than  any  he  had 
ever  seen  or  imagined,  Theos  instinctively 
stretched  out  his  hand  in  the  helpless  fashion  of 
one  not  knowing  whither  next  to  turn, .  .  Sah- 
luma  immediately  caught  it  in  his  own,  and 
hurried  him  along  without  saying  a  word. 

How  they  managed  to  glide  through  the 
close  ranks  of  pushing,  pressing  people,  and 
effect  an  entrance  he  never  knew, — but  when 
he  recovered  from  his  momentary  dazed  be- 
wilderment, he  found  himself  inside  the  Temple, 
standing  near  a  pillar  of  finely  fluted  white 
marble  that  shot  up  lilce  the  stem  of  a  palm-tree 
and  lost  its  final  point  in  the  dim  yet  sparkling 
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splendour  of  the  Immense  dome  above.  Lights 
twinkled  everywhere, — there  was  the  odour  of 
faint  perfumes  mingled  with  the  fresher  fra- 
grance of  flowers, — there  were  distant  glimpses 
of  jewelled  shrines,  and  the  leering  faces  of 
grotesque  idols  clothed  in  draperies  of  amber, 
purple  and  green, — and  between  the  multi- 
tudinous columns  that  ringed  the  superb  fane 
with  snowy  circles,  one  within  the  other,  hung 
glittering  lamps,  set  with  rare  gems  and 
swinging  by  long  chains  of  gold. 

But  the  crowning  splendour  of  the  whole 
was  concentrated  on  the  place  of  the  secret 
Inner  Shrine.  There  an  Arch  of  pale-blue  fire 
spanned  the  dome  from  left  to  right,  .  .  there, 
from  huge  bronze  vessels  mounted  on  tall 
tripods  the  smoke  of  burning  incense  arose  in 
thick  and  odorous  clouds, — there,  children  clad 
in  white,  and  wearing  garlands  of  vivid  scarlet 
blossoms,  stood  about  in  little  groups  as  still  as 
exquisitely  modelled  statuettes,  their  small 
hands  folded,  and  their  eyes  downcast, .  .  there, 
the  steps  were  strewn  with  branches  of  palm, 
flowering  oleander,  rose-laurel  and  olive-sprays, 
— but  the  Sanctuary  itself  was  not  visible. 

Before  that  Holy  of  Holies  hung  the  dazzling 
folds  of  the  "  Silver  Veil,"  a  curtain  of  the  most 
wonderfully  woven  silver  tissue,   that  seen   in 
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the  flashing  azure  Hght  of  the  luminous  arch 
above  It,  resembled  nothing  so  much  as  a 
suddenly-frozen  sheet  of  foam.  Across  It  was 
emblazoned  In  large  characters  : 

I  AM  THE  PAST,   THE    PRESENT,  THE   FUTURE, 

THE  MICxHT-HAVE-BEEN,  AND   THE   SHALL-NOT-BE, 

THE    EVER,    AND    THE    NEVER, 

NO  MORTAL  KNOWETH  MY  NAME. 

As  Theos  with  some  difficulty,  owing  to  the 
Intense  brilliancy  of  the  Veil,  managed  to  de- 
cipher these  words,  he  heard  a  solitary  trumpet 
sounded, — a  clear  blown  note  that  echoed  Itself 
many  times  among  the  lofty  arches  before  It 
finally  floated  Into  silence.  Recognizing  this  as 
an  evident  signal  for  some  new  and  Important 
phase  In  the  proceedings,  he  turned  his  eyes 
away  from  the  place  of  the  Shrine,  and  looking 
round  the  building  was  surprised  to  see  how 
completely  the  vast  area  was  filled  with  crowds 
upon  crowds  of  silent  and  expectant  people.  It 
seemed  as  though  not  the  smallest  wedge  could 
have  been  inserted  between  the  shoulders  of  one 
man  and  another,  yet  where  he  stood  with 
Sah-liima  there  was  plenty  of  room.  The 
reason  of  this  however  was  soon  apparent, — 
they  were  in  the  place  reserved  for  the  King 
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and  the  Immediate  officers  of  the  Royal  House- 
hold,— and  scarcely  had  the  sweet  vibration  of 
that  clear  trumpet-blast  died  away,  when 
Zephoranim  himself  appeared,  walking  slowly 
and  majestically  in  the  midst  of  a  select  com- 
pany of  his  nobles  and  courtiers. 

He  wore  the  simple  white  garb  of  an 
ordinary  citizen  of  Al-Kyris,  together  with  a 
silver  belt  and  plain-sheathed  dagger,  .  .  not  a 
jewel  relieved  the  classic  severity  of  hl^ 
costume,  and  not  even  the  merest  fillet  of  gold 
In  his  rough  dark  hair,  denoted  his  royal  rank. 
But  the  pride  of  precedence  spoke  in  his  flashing 
eyes, — the  arrogance  of  authority  in  the  self- 
conscious  poise  of  his  figure  and  haughtiness  of 
his  step, — his  brows  were  knitted  in  something 
of  a  frown,  and  his  face  looked  pale  and  slightly 
careworn.  He  spied  out  Sah-luma  at  once  and 
smiled  kindly, — there  was  not  a  trace  of  coldness 
in  his  manner  towards  his  favoured  minstrel,  and 
Theos  noted  this  with  a  curious  sense  of  sudden 
consolation  and  encouragement.  "  Why  should 
I  have  feared  Zephoranim  ? "  he  thought, 
"  Sah-luma  has  no  greater  friend,  .  .  except  my- 
self! The  King  would  be  the  last  person  in 
the  world  to  do  him  any  injury ! " 

Just  then  a  magnificent  burst  of  triumphal 
music  rolled  through  the  Temple, — the  music  of 
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some  mighty  instrument,  organ-like  in  sound,  but 
several  tones  deeper  than  the  grandest  organ 
ever  made,  minorled  with  children's  voices 
singing.  The  King  seated  himself  on  a 
cushioned  chair  directly  in  front  of  the  Silver 
Veil,  .  .  Sah-luma  took  a  place  at  his  right  hand, 
giving  Theos  a  low  bench  close  beside  him, 
while  the  various  distinguished  personages  who 
had  attended  Zephoranim,  disposed  themselves 
indifferently  wherever  they  could  find  standing- 
room,  only  keeping  as  near  to  their  monarch  as 
they  were  able  to  do  in  the  extreme  pressure  of 
so  vast  a  congregation. 

F'or  now  every  available  inch  of  space  was 
occupied, — as  far  as  eye  could  see  there  were 
rows  upon  rows  of  men  and  white-veiled 
women,  .  .  Theos  imagined  there  must  have 
been  more  than  five  thousand  people  present. 
On  went  the  huge  pulsations  of  melody,  surging 
through  the  incense-laden  air  like  waves  thud- 
ding incessantly  on  a  rocky  shore,  and  presently 
out  of  a  side  archway  near  the  Sanctuary-steps 
came  with  slow  and  gliding  noiselessness  a  band 
of  priests,  walking  two  by  two,  and  carrying 
branches  of  palm.  These  were  all  clad  in 
purple  and  crowned  with  ivy-wreaths, — they 
marched  sedately,  keeping  their  eyes  lowered, 
while  their  lips   moved   constantly,    as    though 
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they  muttered  Inaudible  Incantations.  Waving 
their  palm  boughs  to  and  fro,  they  paced  along 
past  the  King  and  down  the  centre  aisle  of  the 
Temple, — then  turning,  they  came  back  again  to 
the  lowest  step  of  the  Shrine,  and  there  they  all 
prostrated  themselves,  while  the  children  who 
stood  near  the  Incense-burners,  flung  fresh 
perfumes  on  the  glowing  embers  and  chanted 
the  following  recitative  : — 

"  0  Nagdya,  great,  everlasting  and  terrible  ! 
Thou  zvho  dost  wind  thy  coils  of  zvisdom  i?ito  the 

heart  ! 
Thou,  whose  eyes,  zvaking  and  sleeping,  do  behold  all 

things  I 
Thou  who  art  the  joy  of  the  Sun  and  the  Master  of 

Virgins  ! 
Hear  us,   we  beseech    thee  whe7i    we   call  iipon  thy 

name  !  " 

Their  young  treble  voices  were  clear  and 
piercing,  and  pealed  up  to  the  dome  to  fall  again 
like  the  drops  of  distinct  round  melody  from  a 
lark's  singing-throat, — and  when  they  ceased 
there  came  a  short  Impressive  pause.  The 
Silver  Veil  quivered  from  end  to  end  as  though 
swayed  by  a  faint  wind,  and  the  flaming  Arch 
above,  turned  from  pale  blue  to  a  strange  shim- 
mering green.  Then  In  mellow  unison,  the 
kneeling  priests  Intoned  : — 
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"  0  thou  zvho  gives t  zvords  of  pozver  to  the  dumb  mouth 
of  the  soul  in  Hades  ;  hear  us,  Nagdya  ! 
O  thou  who  openest  the  grave  and  givest  peace  to  the 

lie  art ;  plead  for  us  Nagdya  I 
O  thou  zvho  art  companion  of  the  Su7i  and  controller 
of   tJie   East  and  of   the    West ;    comfort   us 
Nagdya  I " 

Here  they  ended,  and  the  children  began 
again  not  to  chant  but  to  sing  .  .  a  strange  and 
tristful  tune,  wilder  than  any  that  vagrant  winds 
could  play  on  the  strings  of  an  eolian  lyre. 

"  O  Virgin  of  Virgins,  Holy  Maid,  to  zvhat  shall  zve 

resemble  thee  ? 
Chaste  Daughter  of  the  Sun,  hozv  shall  zve  praise  thy 

peerless  beauty  / 
TJiou  art  the  Gate  of  the  House  of  Stars  ! — thou  art 

the  first  of  the  Seven  fezuels  of  Nagdya  I 
Thou  dost  zvield  the  sceptre  of  ebony,  and  the  Eye  of 

RdpJion  beholds  tJiee  zvith  love  and  contentment ! 
Thou  art  the  Chief  est  of  Women, .  thou  hast  the  secrets 

of  earth   and  heaven,   thoii   knozvest   the   dark 

mysteries  I 
Hail  Lysia  I  Queen  of  the  Hall  of  Judgmerit ! 
Hail,  pure  Pearl  in  the  Sea  of  the  Stm's  glory  ! 
Declare    unto    us,    zve    beseech    thee,    the    Will    of 

Nagdya  /  " 

They  closed  this  canticle  softly  and  slowly,  .  . 
then  flinging  themselves  prone,  they  pressed 
their  faces  to  the  earth,  .  .  and  again  the  glitter- 
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ing  Veil  waved  to  and  fro  suggestively,  while 
Theos,  his  heart  beating  fast,  watched  its  shin- 
ing woof  with  straining  eyes  and  a  sense  of 
suffocation  in  his  throat,  .  .  what  ignorant  fools, 
what  mad  barbarians,  what  blind  blasphemers 
were  these  people,  he  indignantly  thought,  who 
could  thus  patiently  hear  the  praise  of  an  evil 
woman  like  Lysia  publicly  proclaimed  with 
almost  divine  honours  ! 

Did  they  actually  intend  to  worship  her,  he 
wondered  ?  If  so,  he  at  any  rate,  would  never 
bend  the  knee  to  one  so  vile  !  He  mieht  have 
done  so  once,  perhaps,  .  .  but  now  .  .  !  At  that 
instant  a  flute-like  murmur  of  melody  crept 
upward  as  it  seemed  from  the  ground,  with  a 
plaintive  whispering  sweetness  like  the  lament 
of  some  exiled  fairy, — so  exquisitely  tender  and 
pathetic,  and  yet  withal  so  heart-stirring  and 
passionate,  that  despite  himself,  he  listened 
with  a  strange,  swooning  sense  of  languor  steal- 
ing insidiously  over  him, — a  dreamy  lassitude, 
that  while  it  made  him  feel  enervated  and  de- 
prived of  strength,  was  still  not  altogether 
unpleasing,  ...  a  faint  sigh  escaped  his  lips, — 
and  he  kept  his  gaze  fixed  on  the  Silver  Veil  as 
pertinaciously  as  though  behind  it  lay  the 
mystery  of  his  soul's  ruin  or  salvation. 

How  the  lieht  flashed  on  its  shimmerinij  folds 
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like  the  rippling  phosphorescence  on  south- 
ern seas  ! .  .  as  green  and  clear  and  brilliant  as 
rays  reflected  from  thousands  and  thousands 
of  o^listeninor  emeralds  ! .  .  And  that  hauntinor, 
sorrowful  weird  music  ! . .  How  it  seemed  to 
eat  into  his  heart  and  there  waken  a  bitter 
remorse  combined  with  an  equally  bitter 
despair  ! 

Once  more  the  Veil  moved,  and  this  time  it 
appeared  to  inflate  itself  in  the  fashion  of  a  sail 
caught  by  a  sudden  breeze, — then  it  began  to 
part  in  the  middle  very  slowly  and  without 
sound.  Further  and  further  back  on  each  side 
it  gradually  receded,  and,  .  .  like  a  lily  disclosed 
between  unfolding  leaves, — a  Figure,  white, 
wonderful  and  angelically  fair,  shone  out,  the 
centre  jewel  of  the  stately  shrine, — a  shrine 
whose  immense  carven  pillars,  grotesque  idols, 
bronze  and  gold  ornaments,  jewelled  lamps  and 
dazzling  embroideries,  only  served  as  a  sort  of 
neutral-tinted  back-ground  to  intensify  with  a 
more  lustrous  charm  the  statuesque  loveliness 
revealed  !  O  Lysia,  ^/;zvirgined  Priestess  of  the 
Sun  and  Nagaya,  how  gloriously  art  thou  arrayed 
in  sin  !  .  .  O  singular  Sweetness  whose  end  must 
needs  be  destruction,  was  ever  woman  fairer 
than  thou !  .  .  O  love,  love,  lost  in  the  dead 
Long-Ago,  and  drowned  in  the  uttermost  dark- 
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ness  of  things  evil,  wilt  thou  drag  my  soul  with 
thee  again  into  everlasting  night  ! 

Thus  Theos  inwardly  raved,  without  any 
real  comprehension  of  his  own  thoughts,  but 
only  stricken  anew  by  a  feverish  passion  of 
mingled  love  and  hatred  as  he  stared  on  the 
witching  sorceress  whose  marvellous  beauty  was 
such  wonder  and  torture  to  his  eyes,  .  .  what 
mattered  it  to  him  that  King,  Laureate,  and 
people  had  all  prostrated  themselves  before  her 
in  reverent  humility  ?  .  he  knew  her  nature,  .  . 
he  had  fathomed  her  inborn  wickedness,  .  . 
and  though  his  senses  were  attracted  by  her, 
his  spirit  loathingly  repelled  her,  .  .  he  therefore 
remained  seated  stiffly  upright,  watching  her  with 
a  sort  of  passive  immovable  intentness.  As  she 
now  appeared  before  him,herloveliness  was  abso- 
lutely and  ideally  perfect, — she  looked  the  em- 
bodiment of  all  grace,  —the  model  of  all  chastity. 

She  stood  quite  still,.,  her  hands  folded  on  her 
breast,  .  her  head  slightly  lifted,  her  dark  eyes 
upturned,  .  .  her  unbound  black  hair  streamed 
over  her  shoulders  in  loose  glossy  waves,  and 
above  her  brows  her  diadem  of  serpents'  heads 
sparkled  like  a  corona  of  flame.  Her  robe  was 
white,  made  of  some  silky  shining  stuff  that 
glistened  with  soft  pearly  hues,  .  it  was  gathered 
about   her    waist    by    a    twisted    golden  girdle. 
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Her  arms  were  bare,  decked  as  before  with  the 
small  jewelled  snakes  that  colled  upwards  from 
wrist  to  shoulder, — and  when  after  a  brief  pause 
she  unfolded  her  hands  and  raised  them  with  a 
slow,  majestic  movement  above  her  head,  the 
great  Symbolic  Eye  flared  from  her  bosom 
like  a  darting  coal,  seeming  to  turn  sinister 
glances  on  all  sides  as  though  on  the  search  for 
some  suspected  foe. 

Fortunately  no  one  appeared  to  notice  Theos's 
deliberate  non-observance  of  the  homage  due  to 
her, — no  one  except  .  .  Lysia  herself.  She  met 
the  open  defiance,  scorn  and  reluctant  admira- 
tion of  his  glance,  .  .  and  a  cold  smile  dawned 
on  her  features,  .  a  smile  more  dreadful  in  its 
very  sweetness  than  any  frown,  .  then,  turning 
away  her  beautiful,  fathomless,  slumbrous  eyes, 
and  still  keeping  her  arms  raised,  she  lifted  up 
her  voice,  a  voice  mellow  as  a  golden  flute,  that 
pierced  the  silence  with  a  straight  arrow  of  pure 
sound,  and  chanted  .  . 

"  Give  glory  to  the  Sun,  O  ye  people  !  for  his 
Light  doth  illtcmine  your  darkness  !  " 

And  the  murmur  of  the  mighty  crowd  surged 
back  in  answer  : 

''  We  give  him  glory  /" 

Here  came  a  brief  clash  of  brazen  bells,  and 
when  the  clamour  ceased  Lysia  continued  : — 
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"  Give  glory  to  the  Moon,  ()  ye  people  I .  . 
for  she  is  the  servant  of  the  Sim  mid  the  Ruler 
of  the  House  of  Sleep  I 

Again  the  people  responded  .  . 

"  We  give  her  glory  I ''  .  .  and  again  the  bells 
jangled  tempestuously. 

**  Give  glory  to  Nagdya  O  ye  people  /  for  he 
alone  can  tttrji  aside  the  wrath  of  the  Im- 
mortals ! " 

*'  We  give  him  glory  /  "  .  .  rejoined  the  multi- 
tude,— and  ''  We  give  him  glory  I  "  seemed 
to  be  shouted  high  among  the  arches  of  the 
Temple  with  a  strange  sound  as  of  the  mocking 
laughter  of  devils. 

This  preliminary  over,  there  came  out  of 
unseen  doors  on  both  sides  of  the  Sanctuary 
twenty  priests  in  companies  of  ten  each,  .  ten 
advancing  from  the  left,  ten  from  the  right. 
These  were  clad  in  flowing  garments  of  carna- 
tion-coloured silk,  heavily  bordered  with  gold,  . 
and  the  leader  of  the  right-hand  group  was  the 
priest  Zel.  His  demeanor  was  austere  and 
dignified,  .  .  he  carried  a  square  cushion  covered 
in  black,  on  which  lay  a  long  thin  cruel-looking 
knife  with  a  jewelled  hilt.  The  chief  of  the  priests 
who  stood  on  the  left,  bore  a  very  tall  and 
massive  staff  of  polished  ebony,  which  he 
solemnly  presented  to  the    High  Priestess,  who 
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grasped  it  firmly  in  one  slight  hand  and  allowed 
its  end  to  rest  steadily  on  the  ground,  while  its 
uppermost  point  reached  far  above  her  head. 

Then  followed  the  strangest  weirdest  scene 
that  ever  the  pen  of  poet  or  brush  of  painter  de- 
vised, ...  a  march  round  and  round  the  Temple 
of  all  the  priests,  bearing  lighted  flambeaux  and 
singing  in  chorus  a  wild  Litany, — a  confused 
medley  of  supplications  to  the  Sun  and  Nagaya, 
which  accompanied  as  it  was  by  the  discordant 
beating  of  drums  and  the  clanging  of  bells,  had 
an  evidently  powerful  effect  on  the  minds  of  the 
assembled  populace,  for  presently  they  also 
joined  in  the  maddening  chant  and  growing 
more  and  more  possessed  by  the  contagious 
fever  of  fanaticism,  began  to  howl  and  shriek  and 
clap  their  hands  furiously,  creating  a  frightful  din 
suggestive  of  some  fiendish  clamour  in  hell. 

Theos  half  deafened  by  the  horrible  uproar, 
as  well  as  roused  to  an  abnormal  pitch  of  restless 
excitem.ent,  looked  round  to  see  how  Sah-luma 
comported  himself.  He  was  sitting  quite  still, 
in  a  perfectly  composed  attitude, — a  faint 
derisive  smile  played  on  his  lips,  .  .  his  profile 
as  it  just  then  appeared,  had  the  firmness,  and 
the  pure  soft  outline  of  a  delicately  finished 
cameo,  .  .  his  splendid  eyes  now  darkened,  now 
lightened  with  passion,  as  he  gazed  at  Lysia,  who 
all  alone  in  the  centre  of  the  Shrine,  held  her  ebony 
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Staff  as  perpendicularly  erect,  as  though  It  were 
a  tree  rooted  fathoms  deep  in  earth,  keeping  her- 
self too  as  motionless  as  a  figure  of  frozen  snow. 
And  the  King  ?  .  .  what  of  him  ?  .  .  Glancing 
at  that  bronze-like  brooding  countenance,  Theos 
w^as  startled  and  at  the  same  time  half  fascinated 
by  its  expression.  Such  a  mixture  of  tigerish 
tenderness,  servile  idolatry,  intemperate  desire 
and  craven  fear,  he  had  never  seen  delineated 
on  the  face  of  any  human  being.  In  the  black 
thirsty  eyes  there  was  a  look  that  spoke 
volumes, — a  look  that  betrayed  what  the  heart 
concealed,  .  .  and  reading  that  featured  em- 
blazonment of  hidden  guilt,  Theos  knew  be- 
yond all  doubt,  that  the  rumours  concerning 
the  High  Priestess  and  the  King,  were  true,  .  . 
that  the  dead  Khosrul  had  spoken  rightly,  .  . 
that  Zephoranim  loved  Lysia  ! .  . . .  Love  ?  .  .  it 
seemed  too  tame  a  word  for  the  pent-up  fury 
of  passion  that  visibly  and  violently  consumed 
the  man  !     What  would  be  the  result  ?  .  .  .  . 

"'  When  the  High  Priestess 
Is  the  King's  mistress 
Then  fall  Al-Kyris  !  " 

These  foolish  doggerel  lines !  .  .  why  did  they 
suggest  themselves  ?  ,  .  they  meant  nothing. 
The  question  did  not  concern  Al-Kyris  at  all, — 
let  the  city  stand  or  fall  as  it  list,  who  cared,  so 
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long  as  Sah-luma  escaped  injury !  Such,  at 
least,  was  the  tenor  of  Theos's  thoughts,  as  he 
rapidly  began  to  calculate  certain  contingencies 
that  now  seemed  likely  to  occur.  If,  for  instance, 
the  Kino^  were  made  aware  of  Sah-luma's  intrigue 
with  Lysia,  would  not  his  rage  and  jealousy 
exceed  all  bounds  ?  .  .  and  if,  on  the  other  hand 
Sah-liima  were  convinced  of  the  King's  passion 
for  the  same  fatally  fair  traitress,  would  not  his 
wrath  and  injured  self-love  overbear  all  loyalty 
and  prudence  ? 

And  between  the  two  powerful  rivals  who 
thus  by  stealth  enjoyed  her  capricious  favours, 
what  would  Lysia's  own  decision  be  ? — Like  a 
loud  hissing  in  his  ears,  he  heard  again  the 
murderous  command, — a  command  which  was 
half  a  menace  .  .  .  ''  Kill  Sah-luma !  " 

Faint  shudders  as  of  icy  cold  ran  through 
him, — he  nerved  himself  to  meet  some  deadly 
evil,  though  he  could  not  guess  what  that  evil 
might  be, — he  was  willing  to  throw  away  all 
the  past  that  haunted  him,  and  cut  off  all  hope 
of  a  future,  provided  he  could  only  baffle  the 
snares  of  the  pitiless  beauty  to  whom  the 
torture  of  men  was  an  evident  joy,  and  rescue 
his  beloved  and  gifted  friend  from  her  perilous 
attraction  !  Making  a  strong  effort  to  master 
the  inward  conflict  of  fear  and  pain  that  tor- 
mented him,   he  turned  his  attention  anew  to 

355  44-2 


ARDATH. 

the  gorgeous  ceremony  that  was  going  on,  .  . 
the  march  of  the  priests  had  come  to  an  abrupt 
end.  They  stood  now  on  each  side  of  the 
Shrine,  divided  In  groups  of  equal  numbers, 
tossing  their  flambeaux  around  and  above  them 
to  the  measured  ringing  of  bells.  At  every 
upward  wave  of  these  flaring  torches,  a  tongue 
of  fire  leaped  aloft,  to  Instantly  break  and 
descend  In  a  sparkling  shower  of  gold, — 
the  effect  of  this  was  wonderful  In  the  extreme, 
as  by  the  dexterous  way  In  which  the  flames 
were  flung  forth,  It  appeared  to  the  spectator  s 
eyes,  as  though  a  luminous  Snake  were  twisting 
and  colling  itself  to  and  fro  In  mid-air. 

All  loud  music  ceased, .  .  the  multitude 
calmed  down  by  degrees,  and  left  off  their 
delirious  cries  of  frenzy  or  rapture,  .  .  there  was 
nothing  heard  but  a  monotonous  chanting  in 
undertone,  of  which  not  a  syllable  was  distinctly 
Intelligible.  Then  from  out  a  dark  portal  unper- 
cel  V  ed  In  the  shadowed  gloom  of  a  curtained  niche, 
there  advanced  a  procession  of  young  girls, — 
fifty  In  all,  clad  in  pure  white  and  closely  veiled. 

They  carried  small  citherns,  and  arriving  In 
front  of  the  shrine,  they  knelt  down  In  a  semi- 
circle, and  very  gently  began  to  strike  the  short 
responsive  strings.  The  murmur  of  a  lazy 
rivulet  among  whispering  reeds,  .  .  the  sighing 
suggestions  of  leaves  ready  to  fall  in  autumn,— 
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the  little  low,  languid  trilling  of  nightingales 
just  learning  to  sing, — any  or  all  of  these  might 
be  said  to  resemble  the  dulcet  melody  they 
played,  .  while  every  delicate  arpeggio,  every 
rippling  chord  was  muffled  with  a  soft  pressure 
of  their  hands  ere  the  sound  had  time  to  become 
vehement.  This  elf-like  harping  continued  for 
a  short  interval,  during  which  the  priests, 
gathering  in  a  ring  round  a  huge  bronze  font- 
shaped  vessel  hard  by,  dipped  their  flambeaux 
therein  and  suddenly  extinguished  them. 

At  the  same  moment  the  lights  in  the  body  of 
the  Temple  were  all  lowered,  .  .  .  only  the  Arch, 
spanning  the  Shrine  blazed  in  undiminished 
brilliancy,  its  green  tint  appearing  more  intense 
in  contrast  with  the  surrounding  deepening 
shadow.  And  now  with  a  harsh  clanging 
noise  as  of  the  turning  of  heavy  bolts  and 
keys,  the  back  of  the  Sanctuary  parted 
asunder  in  the  fashion  of  a  revolving  double 
doorway, — and  a  golden  grating  was  disclosed, 
its  strong  glistening  bars  welded  together  like 
knotted  ropes  and  wrought  with  marvellous 
finish  and  solidity.  Turning  towards  this 
semblance  of  a  prison-cell,  Lysia  spoke  aloud, 
— her  clear  tones  floating  with  mellifluous 
slowness  above  the  half-hushed  quiverings  of 
the  cithern-quire. 

357 


ARDATH. 

"  Come  forth  O  Nagdya,  thou  zvho  didst  shunber 
in    the    bosom    of    Space    ere    ever    the    ivorld    was 

made  I 

"  Come  fort Ji  O  Nagdya,  thou  zuho  didst  behold  the 
Sun  born  out  of  Chaos,  and  the  Earth  enriched 
with  ever-productive  L  ife  ! 

"  Come  forth  0  Nagdya,  Friend  of  the  gods  and  the 
people,  and  comfort  us  with  the  Divine  Silence  of  thy 
Wisdom  supernal !  " 

While  she  pronounced  these  words,  the  golden 
grating  ascended  gradually  inch  by  inch,  with  a 
steady  clank  as  of  the  upward  winding  of  a  chain, 
— and  when  she  ceased,  there  came  a  mysterious^ 
rustling,  slippery  sound,  suggestive  of  some 
creeping  thing  forcing  its  way  through  wet  and 
tangled  grass,  or  over  dead  leaves,  .  .  one  instant 
more,  and  a  huge  Serpent, — a  species  of  python 
some  ten  feet  in  length, — glided  through  the 
round  aperture  made  by  the  lifted  bars,  and 
writhed  itself  slowly  along  the  marble  pave- 
ment straight  to  where  Lysia  stood. 

Once  it  stopped,  curving  back  its  glistening 
body  in  a  strange  loop  as  though  in  readiness  to 
spring, — but  it  soon  resumed  its  course,  and 
arrived  at  the  High  Priestess's  feet.  There,  its 
whole  frame  trembled  and  glowed  with  extra- 
ordinary radiance,  .  .  the  prevailing  colour  of  its 
skin  was  creamy  white,  marked  with  countless 
rings  and  scaly  bright  spots  of  silver,  purple,  and 
a  peculiarly  livid  blue, — and  all  these  tints  came 
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into  brilliant  prominence,  as  it  couched  before 
Lysia  and  twisted  its  sinuous  neck  to  and  fro 
with  an  evidently  fawning  and  supplicatory  ges- 
ture, .  while  she,  keeping  her  sombre  dark  eyes 
fixed  full  upon  it,  moved  not  an  inch  from  her 
position,  but  majestically  serene,  continued  to 
hold  the  tall  staff  of  ebony  straight  and  erect  as 
a  growing  palm. 

The  cithern-playing  had  now  the  soothing 
softness  of  a  mother's  lullaby  to  a  tired  child, 
and  as  the  liquid  notes  quavered  delicately  on 
the  otherwise  deep  stillness,  the  formidable 
reptile  began  to  coil  itself  ascendingly  round  and 
round  the  ebony  rod, . .  higher  and  higher, — one 
glistening  ring  after  another, — higher  still,  till  its 
eyes  were  on  a  level  with  the  ''  Eye  of  Rkphon  " 
that  flamed  on  Lysia's  breast,  .  .  there  it  paused 
in  apparent  reflectiveness,  and  seemed  to  listen 
to  the  slumbrous  strains  that  floated  towards  it 
in  wind-like  breaths  of  sound,  .  .  then,  starting 
afresh  on  its  upward  way,  it  carefully  and  with 
almost  human  tenderness,  avoided  touching 
Lysia's  hand,  which  now  rested  on  the  staff  be- 
tween two  thick  twists  of  its  body,  .  .  and  finally 
it  reached  the  top,  where  fully  raising  its  crested 
head,  it  displayed  the  prismatic  tints  of  its 
soft,  restless,  wavy  throat,  which  was  adorned 
furthermore  by  a  flexible  circlet  of  magnificent 
diamonds. 
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Nothing  more  striking  or  more  singular  could 
Theos  imagine  than  the  scene  now  before  him, 
.  .  the  beautiful  woman,  still  as  sculptured  mar- 
ble, and  the  palpitating  Snake  coiled  on  that 
mast-like  rod  and  uplifted  above  her, — while 
round  the  twain  knelt  the  Priests,  their  faces 
covered  in  their  robes,  and  from  all  parts  of  the 
Temple  the  loud  shout  arose  : 

''  All  hail  Nagaya  !  " 

"  Praise,  Honour,  and  Glo7y  be  ttnto  thee  for 
ever  and  ever  !  " 

Then  it  was  that  the  proud  King  flung  him- 
self to  earth  and  kissed  the  dust  in  abject  sub- 
mission,— then  Sah-luma  carelessly  complaisant, 
bent  the  knee  and  smiled  to  himself  mockingly 
as  he  performed  the  act  of  veneration,  .  .  .  then 
the  enormous  multitude  with  clasped  hands  and 
beseeching  looks  fell  down  and  worshipped  the 
glittering  beast  of  the  field,  whose  shining 
emerald-like,  curiously  sad  eyes  roved  hither  and 
thither  with  a  darting  yet  melancholy  eagerness 
over  all  the  people  who  called  it  Lord  ! 

To  Theos's  imagination  it  looked  a  creature 
more  sorrowful  than  fierce, — a  poor  charmed 
brute,  that  while  netted  in  the  drowsy  woofs  of 
its  mistress  Lysla's  magnetic  spell,  seemed  as 
though  it  dimly  wondered  why  it  should  thus  be 
raised  aloft  for  the  adoration  of  infatuated 
humankind.      Its    brilliant    crest    quivered    and 
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emitted  little  arrowy  scintillations  of  lustre, — 
the  '  god '  was  ill  at  ease  in  the  midst  of  all  his 
splendour,  and  two  or  three  times  bent  back  his 
gleaming  neck  as  though  desirous  of  descending 
to  the  level  ground. 

But  when  these  hints  of  rebellion  declared 
themselves  in  the  tremors  running  through  the 
scaly  twists  of  his  body,  Lysia  looked  up, — and 
at  once,  compelled  as  it  were  by  involuntary  at- 
traction '  Nagaya  the  Divine '  looked  down. 
The  strange,  subtle,  mesmeric,  sleepy  eyes  of 
the  woman  met  the  ghttering  green  mournful 
eyes  of  the  snake, — and  thus  the  two  beautiful 
creatures  regarded  each  other  steadfastly  and 
with  an  apparent  vague  sympathy,  till  the  '  deity  ' 
evidently  overcome  by  a  stronger  will  than  his 
own,  and  resigning  himself  to  the  inevitable, 
twisted  his  radiant  head  back  again  to  the  top 
of  the  ebony  staff,  and  again  surveyed  the 
kneeling  crowds  of  worshippers. 

Presently  his  gHstening  jaws  opened, — his 
tongue  darted  forth  vibratingly, — and  he  gave 
vent  to  a  low  hissing  sound,  erecting  and  de 
pressing  his  crest  with  extraordinary  rapidity,  so 
that  it  flashed  like  an  aigrette  of  rare  gems. 
Then  with  slow  and  solemn  step,  the  Priest  Zel 
advanced  to  the  front  of  the  Shrine  and  spreading 
out  his  hands  in  the  manner  of  one  pronouncing 
a  benediction,  said  loudly  and  with  emphasis  : — 
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"  Nagdya  the  Divine  doth  hear  the  prayers  of  his 
people  ! 

"  Nagdya  the  Supreme  doth  accept  the  offered 
Sacrifice  ! 

"  Bring  forth  the  Victim  !  " 

The  last  words  were  spoken  with  stern 
authoritativeness,  and  scarcely  had  they  been 
uttered  when  the  great  entrance  doors  of  the 
Temple  flew  open,  and  a  procession  of  children 
appeared,  strewing  flowers  and  singing, 

''  O  happy  Bride,  we  bring  thee  unto  joy  and  peace  I 

"  To  thee  are  opened  the  Palaces  of  the  A  ir, 

"  The  beautiful  silent  Palaces  where  tJie  bright  stars 

dwell ; — 

"  O  happy  Bride  of   Nagdya  !  how  fair  a  fate  is 

thine  !  " 

Pausing,  they  flung  wreaths  and  garlands 
among  the  people,  and  continued, — 

"  O  happy  Bride  !  for  thee  are  past  all  Sorrow  and 
Sin, 

*'  Thou  shalt  never  know  shame,  or  paiji  or  grief  or 
the  weariness  of  tears  ; — 

"  For  thee  no  husband  shall  prove  false,  no  children 
prove  ungrateful ; — 

"  O  happy  Bride  of  Nagdya  !  how  glad  a  fate  is 
thine 

"  O  happy  Bride !  when  thou  art  wedded  to  the 
beautifidgod,  the  '^^od  of  Rest, — 

"  Thou  6 halt  forget  all  troiible  and  dwell  among 
sweet  dreams  for  ever  ! 
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"  Thou  art  the  blessed  one,  chosen  for  the  love-embraces 
of  Nagdya  ! 

"  O  happy  Bride  !  . .  hozv  glorious  a  fate  is  thine  !  " 


Thus  they  sang  in  the  soft,  strange,  vowel- 
language  of  Al-Kyris,  and  tripped  along,  with 
that  innocent,  unthinking  gaiety  usual  to  such 
young  creatures,  up  the  centre  aisle  towards  the 
Sanctuary.  They  were  followed  by  four  priests 
in  scarlet  robes  and  closely  masked, .  .  and  walk- 
ing steadfastly  between  these,  came  a  slim  girl 
clad  in  white,  veiled  from  head  to  foot  and 
crowned  with  a  wreath  of  lotus-lilies.  All  the 
congregation,  as  though  moved  by  one  impulse, 
turned  to  look  at  her  as  she  passed, — but  her 
features  were  not  as  yet  discernible  through  the 
mist-like  draperies  that  enfolded  her. 

The  singing  children,  always  preceding  her 
and  scattering  flowers,  having  arrived  at  the 
steps  of  the  Shrine,  grouped  themselves  on  either 
side, — and  the  red-garmented  Priests,  after 
having  made  several  genuflections  to  the  glit- 
tering Python  that  now  with  reared  neck  and 
quivering  fangs,  seemed  to  watch  everything 
that  was  going  on  with  absorbed  and  crafty  vigi- 
lance, proceeded  to  unveil  the  maiden  martyr, 
and  also  to  tie  her  slight  hands  behind  her  back 
by  means  of  a  knotted  silver  cord.  Then  in  a 
firm  voice  the  Priest  Zel  proclaimed  .  . 
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"  Behold  the  elected  Bride  of  the  Sun  mid  the  Divine 
Nagdya  ! 

"  She  bears  away  from  the  city  the  burden  of  youi 
sins  O  ye  people,  and  by  her  death  the  gods  are  satisfied! 

"  Rejoice  greatly y  for  ye  are  absolved, — and  by  the 
Silver  Veil  and  the  Eye  of  Raphon  we  pronounce  utfon 
all  Jiere  present  the  blessing  of  pardon  and  peace  !  " 

As  he  spoke,  the  girl  turned  round  as  though 
in  obedience  to  some  mechanical  impulse,  and 
fully  confronted  the  multitude, .  .  .  her  pale  pure 
face,  framed  in  a  shining  aureole  of  rippling  fair 
hair,  floated  before  Theos's  bewildered  eyes  like 
a  vision  seen  indistinctly  in  a  magic  crystal,  and 
he  was  for  a  moment  uncertain  of  her  identity; — 
but  quick  as  a  flash  Sah-luma's  glance  lighted 
upon  her,  and  with  a  cry  of  horror  that  sent  de- 
solate echoes  through  and  through  the  arches 
of  the  Temple,  he  started  from  his  seat,  his 
arms  outstretched,  his  whole  frame  convulsed 
and  quivering. 

''  Niphrata!  .  .  .  Niphrata!  ..,."..  and  his  rich 
voice  shook  with  a  passion  of  appeal,  ''O  ye  gods! 
.  .  what  mad,  blind,  murderous  cruelty  !  Zephora- 
nim  !  "  .  .  .  and  he  turned  impetuously  on  the  as- 
tonished monarch..  "As  thoulivestcrownedKine 
I  say  this  maid  is  mine  / .  .  .  and  in  the  very 
presence  of  Nagaya,  I  swear  she  shall  not  die!" 
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